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	1. Chapter 1

**Hello, readers! This is a Pride and Prejudice AU using the characters of The Big Four. The idea randomly popped into my head when I was mulling over what to do for the last day of Hijack Week and as I started putting characters into their rolls, it fit so nicely. I plan on going through the whole novel. Not every little detail and event though, but the major ideas and scenes will be there with some of the smaller parts. But, I have taken liberties on some of the smaller parts and details in the story. I also had to nix one of the sisters. It saddens me because I adore Mary so much, and I feel that she is consistently cast to the side in productions. **

**Note: Some of the genders have been changed around because this is a female dominate book. However, Jack and Hiccup are still males: it adds to the social issue for them being together, especially during the time period. Also, Toothless is now human.**

**To minimize confusion: the Overlands are the Bennetts, the Bennetts are the Lucas family, Jackson (Jack) is Elizabeth, Emma (Jack's sister) is Jane, Mary (Merida) is Lydia, Sarah (Sandy) is Kitty, Thomas Liely (Toothless) is Mr. Bingley, Jennifer (Jamie) is Charlotte, and Sophia (Sophie) is Charlotte's sister whose name escapes me.**

**I hope you guys enjoy this because I'm having a blast writing it. Please leave a review of what you think; they are greatly appreciated! Thanks!**

**Disclaimer: I don't own 'ROTG', 'HTTYD' or 'Pride and Prejudice'**

* * *

><p>"But you must go and call upon him!" Mrs. Overland cried to her husband while he was doing his best to ignore her screeches and focus on the book he held.<p>

"And why must I do such a thing?" he stated simply.

"Why? Surely you jest! If you do not see him then you cannot introduce your daughters to him at the community dance. It's rumored he plans on making an appearance. Mr. Bennett has already called and his wife his simply overjoyed. She has two daughters, Mr. Overland. She will surely be desperate to get them noticed by him. Don't you want our daughters to have a chance as well?"

"I believe the Bennett girls are perfectly lovely."

"Well, yes, they are. Sophia and Emma are such dear friends, and Jennifer has always been so sweet to Jackson. But, our Emma is handsomer than Sophia. Her hair resembles straw too much and she is far too wild to be the wife of such an esteemed man. And Jennifer, Jennifer is too plain to attract such a young man. But then perhaps, someone who is certainly unfit of such a title will swoop in and take him. Perhaps Mrs. Cecily's daughters? Or, maybe the young slip of a girl that Mr. Tourney is looking after. If you do not call, I am certain that my nerves will not be able to withstand such a tragedy."

"Oh, I am quite familiar with your nerves, seeing as they have been my constant companion for near twenty years."

Young Jackson Overland had the misfortune of stepping into his father's library at that moment. A book clutched in his hands that he was eager to discuss with his father. He believed the main character far too dull. Perhaps his life would've ended on a more pleasant note if he hadn't been so afraid of fun. However, his prospected discussion was shoved away the moment he stepped into the room.

His mother rushed over to him and wrapped an arm around his shoulders, pulling him to her chest. Her eyes never rested on him as she continued arguing, "Dear Jackson, please inform your father how important it is that he visits Mr. Liely. If he wishes to see a daughter of his properly married, it must be done."

"Who?" Jackson stumbled out confused, his eyes flitting between his parents.

His mother huffed as she slapped his arm. "You men! Thomas Liely. He just bought the Dreki Vǫllr over the hill. He has several thousands of pounds to his name, and his only known relatives are distant cousins. It is a well-known truth that a man in possession of a good fortune must desire a wife. If one of your sisters were to marry him, she would be settled into a comfortable life."

Her eyes turned back to her husband as she accused, "And your father as no desire to see one of his daughters in such a life. He would rather they grow to be old maids forced to stay here looking after us. Or worse, forced to marry a blacksmith or tailor! And you would be unable to care for them without a house to your name. Your father will die and there will be nothing for us."

The young man's warm brown eyes darted to his father who was quite successfully hiding the smirk tugging at the corner of his lips. Jackson felt a smile tugging on his own as he placed a comforting arm around his mother and asked, "If he had no desire to see them settled as such, why would he have called on him already?"

Mrs. Overland's eyes flew to her husband, wide in expectancy and hope. "Is—is it true, Mr. Overland?"

The man huffed as he set his book down on his lap, a long finger marking his place. A light smile danced over his face as he turned his eyes to his son. "I had hoped to continue my amusement at least until dinner," he reprimanded lightly.

"Oh, Mr. Overland!" his wife exclaimed as she left her son and clasped her hands in joy. She bustled to her husband and stooped to place a chaste kiss on his haggard cheek. "I knew you were a good father. I knew it. Emma!" she yelled towards the door as she stood.

Within a moment, a young woman peered in eagerly. She had a pleasant face framed by brown curls that fell from the bun piled atop her head. "Yes, Mamma?" she asked.

"We must find you a dress for the dance on Friday!" the older woman exclaimed.

Emma's eyebrows puckered in confusion. "I thought I was wearing the pale pink, Mamma."

"No, no! That is a fine dress, but, dear, it is not meant to impress anyone! We must show you off to Mr. Liely. You are such a pleasant girl, and once your father introduces you he will know. But first, you must catch his eye!" she exclaimed with her finger high in the air. She bustled out of the room, dragging her daughter after her. "We shall look through your closet again. If we can't find anything suitable, we will go to town tomorrow."

Pale brown eyes sought out ones of a darker shade. "Jack," the young woman pleaded.

The young man could only shrug his shoulders at the disappearing form of his sister. He knew his mother's antics quite well, and he took pity on the next several hours his sister had to endure before dinner.

A gruff laugh sounded behind him, Jackson turned to see his father, a smile creasing his withered face. "I see you've finished the book, Jack. How did you enjoy it?"

"Well enough, but—" he began before he was cut off by his father raising a hand.

"I'm sorry, but your mother has drained me. I'd appreciate it if my library could return to a quiet sanctuary for a few hours."

"Of course, Father," he replied with a smile as he placed the book in its proper place on one of the many shelves and silently left his father to his book.

"One more thing, Jackson," came his father's voice.

The young man glanced over his shoulder to see his fathering peering over the top of his book. "Please inform Mary and Sarah that they may remove themselves from underneath my window now."

His comment was met by a swirl of whispers and Jackson nodded his consent, a smile tugging at his lips as he stepped outside and rounded the house to see his two younger sisters squatting in the gardens. "Come away from there now," he ordered.

Mary blew a stray fiery curl from her eye as she huffed. She stood up and dusted off her dress. "I was just enjoying the show."

"Well, it's over now. Besides, you are well aware of how rude it is to eavesdrop."

The young girl stuck out her tongue at her brother as she turned to pull her sister off the ground. "You do it often enough," she countered.

"Yes, but I know how not to get caught," Jackson replied with a smirk.

His redheaded sister scrunched her nose at him before she turned on her heel and stalked of across the grounds, calling over her shoulder, "Are you coming, Sarah?"

The young blonde pushed a stray curl behind her ear and gave Jackson a shy smile before silently taking off after her younger sister.

* * *

><p>Mrs. Overland was in a tizzy as she prepped her daughters for the dance that night, but most especially her eldest Emma, her pride and joy. Nothing in her wardrobe had been sufficient to please the desperation in the old woman, so they day after had resulted in a trip to town. Mary and Sarah had begged to come along in hopes of spotting soldiers, and Jackson had been dragged into going as well to keep his eye on the young girls. Emma had followed her mother diligently and obediently allowed her to fuss and fawn over her in her search for a dress. In the end, a pale cream dress was settled on and some lovely green lace.<p>

When the fiery headed girl had seen the purchases she had laughed, declaring how glad she was she didn't have to wear that old thing. "It's too restricting," she stated as she walked arm in arm with her eldest sister. "It's a shame no one in this town approves of the latest trends. There are so much more freeing."

She had continued prattling on, her shadow completely forgotten.

Jackson had walked alongside his second youngest sister, offering his arm to the sweet girl. She had smiled and had accepted graciously.

"Did you like the dress?" he had asked her.

She had nodded silently, a gentle smile pulling at her lips.

"Perhaps one day, Mother will buy you one."

"Perhaps," she had whispered wistfully.

Now the night was upon them and the brown haired man sat in the drawing room, a tired smile on his face, as he and his father silently listened to the hustle and bustle that was Mrs. Overland.

"But, Mamma, I thought you liked the green lace!"

"Oh hush, Emma, take it out! We need you to catch his eye. Mary! Mary, put your lace in, I will not have you going to the dance dressed as such."

"Emma doesn't have to wear hers!"

"Emma isn't fifteen. Put your lace on. It's your first dance, no need to give the wrong impression!"

A weak laugh passed Jackson's lips as he continued to listen to the bustle.

First downstairs was Emma, her cream dress accentuating her figure and pale skin and allowing her eyes to sparkle brighter. She gave her father and brother a shy smile as she sat on the couch next to the brown haired young man.

"You look beautiful, Emma," he said earnestly to his older sister.

A pale pink colored her cheeks in a wonderful way as she mumbled her thanks.

"Yes," her father agreed, "if this Mr. Liely isn't taken with you on first sight, I wouldn't want him in the family. I refuse idiocy to enter this household. Lord knows I have enough of it already."

The woman was saved from further compliments by Mrs. Overland entering into the room. "Jackson!" she cried as she hustled over to her son. Her fingers ran through his hair in desperate attempt to tame the wild mass.

"Mother!" he sighed in exasperation, pulling away from her greedy grasp. "You won't be able to do a thing to it."

With a huff she turned to fuss over Mary who had just burst into the room, Sarah close on her heels.

Jackson shook his head at the whole affair. He wasn't comfortable with Mary going to the dance. She was young. She was too eager for fun and so were the men. But, if father approved. _Besides_, he thought with a smile,_ no man here would be able to handle her. She tends to be a bit too willful. _

"Shall we be going?" his mother asked. "We can't keep him waiting!"


	2. Chapter 2

**Hello, readers! Second chapter here. I hope you enjoy it. Let me know what you think!**

**Disclaimer: I don't own 'ROTG', 'HTTYD' or 'Pride and Prejudice'**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Two<strong>

The moment Jackson walked through the doors and the lively music washed over him, he felt his body to relax as a wide grin split his face. His warm eyes roved around the small space crammed with a multitude of bodies. Several women sat along the walls: the older ones gossiping amongst themselves while the younger ones stared longingly at the dance floor as they watched their fellows dance.

The door shut behind him, sealing him off from the cool night air and locking him away in the warm humidity of bodies sweating from exertion.

"Jack!" he heard a woman call over the loud music.

His brown eyes darted over the heads of the swarming mass to spy a familiar face. If it was at all possible, his smile widened at the sight of her. "Jenny!" he cried in greeting, pleased that she had noticed him.

He took off towards her. When he reached the dainty woman, she grasped ahold of his forearms and pulled him closer for a light kiss as she pressed her cheek against his.

"Have you heard the rumors?" she asked.

"Oh yes," Jackson exclaimed with a roll of his eyes. "Mother wouldn't stop speaking about it. Poor Emma."

"I can only imagine what she had to undergo. My mother is at least as harebrained as yours, and I'm surprised Sophia and I managed to escape unscathed. However, I believe Sophia is enjoying the attention. She is ecstatic by the fact she has been allowed to come out."

"Mary is the same. Honestly, I'm surprised that Father allowed her out so young. Mother, well—Mother is Mother."

The woman laughed as she pulled him closer to the wall, out of the way of the twirling couples. "She is desperate for her daughters to marry. Emma isn't getting any younger, neither am I for that matter. She wishes to give them the best opportunity."

The brown haired man simply rolled his eyes. As the music change, the smile returned to his face. He grasped Jennifer's hand and pulled her to the dance floor. "How about a dance, Ms. Bennett?"

Jennifer let out a laugh as she allowed her childhood friend to drag her alongside of him in a reel.

The change of the gathering was instant. Jennifer pulled Jackson to a stop and their eyes followed the gaze of the crowd. The musicians had fallen silent so the bang of the door closing was exceptionally loud. Brown eyes struggled to see over heads and were finally satisfied with a party of five standing at the entrance of the hall.

A young man with the dark hair stood at the front. His eyes were bright and eager as he gazed out into the silent crowd; a wide smile pulled at his lips. He was accompanied by two women and two men, all of whom appeared to detest their surroundings, especially a copper haired young man to the back of the crowd.

"Please, don't stop on my account," the young man in the front declared. "Please, continue!"

The music began again tentatively and soon the couples were once again swirling and twirling except one. With a quick look shared between the two, Jackson and Jennifer headed to their respective families.

As the young man moved closer to his family, his eyes roamed over the group of people who had entered. A dark haired couple stood arm-in-arm. Her hair pulled back in an extreme bun as her hawkish eyes glared over a strong nose. The man next to her was broad and wide, and he held a lazy expression on his dull face. His pale eyes were focused on the young woman on the other side of Mr. Liely. Jackson had to admit she was quite beautiful. She had a gentle features and golden hair, but her eyes made him shiver. The haughty arrogance that filled them as she surveyed the room set his teeth on edge. Her hands were clutching the arm of the last in the party. He was a small slip of a man, but his form was intimidating. His jaw was firmly etched, and his nose was a prominent feature. Underneath the copper strands that fell across his brow were green eyes that flitted about the room.

Tearing his eyes away from the party, he focused on his family. His mother was bustling around her daughters, straightening dresses, strategically placing curls. It was no surprise that Emma held most of her attention.

"Mamma, do you know who is with him?" Mary asked as she peered over the mingling crowd, straining to see.

She turned to her youngest and whispered conspiratorially, "I heard that those two ladies are his cousins. The dark haired couple is Mr. and Mrs. Snoutley. He has a modest income, but it is rumored that he lives off hers. The other is Abigail Vickson, currently single. And," she continued her voice rising in pitch in her excitement, "The young man with him is Mr. Henry Haddock III."

Henry Haddock III. The name was running rampant in the small room. Voices twittered back and forth about his wealth. His father had died tragically some five years back, leaving him and his younger sister well-endowed with the fortune he had raised as a politician in London. His yearly income was quite a bit more than that of his friend. In addition, his estate, Berk, was known far and wide its beautiful land and wonderful game.

The party was soon abandoned by their charismatic leader as he made a point to be introduced to the principal people at the dance. Each minute led him to a new introduction, new faces, and new young women he humbly asked a dance with. Soon he made his way to Mr. Overland and greeted his family with a wide smile, his bright eyes flitting across each face as he proclaimed that his daughters exceeded the tales of their beauty and grace that he had heard. Jackson—and unfortunately Mrs. Overland, too—noticed that though he spoke to the family as a whole, his eyes never left the face of a blushing Emma. Once his pleasantries were over, he asked her to reserve a dance for him, for he would soon come to collect. She timidly agreed.

His entourage did not appear too devastated at being left to their own devices as they stood amongst themselves, the sisters and Mr. Snoutely sharing sneers and whispers, their eyes devouring each person who passed them. Mr. Haddock, however seemed extremely bored and above it all. His long fingers occasional played with his cuffs, pulled down on his waist coat, adjusted his cravat as his green eyes gazed over the throng of people. Occasionally he would remove himself from the group and pace around the room, his eyes hesitant to meet anyone's as he chose to remain in the acquaintance of only those in his own group. Though rumors had quickly flown through the small room at his ten thousand a-year and his handsome countenance, soon each person was gladly avoiding him as he them. He was cool, distant, and very proud. He only danced twice, once with Ms. Vickson and once with Mrs. Snoutely.

Jackson stood against the wall to the side of a gaggling group of older women from town. His brown eyes followed the movements of Mr. Haddock, annoyance rising in him at each passing moment. He could not understand how a man such as Mr. Liely could be associated with such an arrogant and boring man. Mr. Liely was enjoyable and eager for a fun time. He smiled briefly as his eyes darted to his dancing form entwining in and out of bodies until he clamped hands with Jennifer.

"Dear Jack, why aren't you out dancing? There are many young ladies who are in need of a partner," came a woman's voice at his elbow.

"But then I would have to leave you dear ladies to your own means. I could not be so rude," he responded with a dashing smile as he turned his brown eyes to her.

Mrs. Long laughed as she pushed him away from the wall. "Go and enjoy yourself. It isn't right for you to have a frown on your face. Old ladies like ourselves are quite amused by our gossip."

A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. With a slight bow and quick parting, he weaved his way to Sarah who sat quietly with their gabbing mother. He held out his hand to her and she accepted with a wide smile. Pulling her to her feet, he led her to the floor and into the next dance. He smiled as he spied Mr. Liely with his eldest sister in tow.

His father had long since gone home during the course of the long night, and now everyone would soon follow suit as the second the last dance began. Jackson had returned to his place by the wall, his chest heaving with exertion as beads of sweat drizzled down the back of his neck. The lack of gentlemen had him dancing the past ten dances, and he would have danced another had his knees not felt like they would protest against carrying his weight at any moment. He pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed it over his face, collecting the droplets of water that rested on his skin. Taking a deep breath, he pocketed the damp material and made his way to the refreshment table on shaking legs.

The punch bowl was nearly drained, but the young Mr. Overland managed to scoop out enough for a mouthful or two and pour it into one of the few remaining glasses. Resting a hand on the table he leaned on it and took a sip of the warmed liquid. He grimaced slightly. It was better than nothing.

Out of the corner of his eye he spied Mr. Haddock, standing away from the crowd as usual. His features were trained, but Jackson could see the urgency to remove himself from the room underneath. _Well,_ he thought,_ it would acceptable for him to leave, nobody wishes for him to stay. _

Mr. Liely walked up to his friend, an earnest smile on his face as he clamped an arm around his friend's shoulders.

_ Well, maybe one person._

"Come, Haddock! I won't have you standing around here. There are so many beautiful girls here to dance with. My partner would be more than pleased to introduce you to any one of them."

"You know how I feel about dancing. It is not pleasurable unless I am well acquainted with my partner. Your cousins are engaged, and there is no other woman in the room with who such an activity would not prove most difficult."

"Confound it, Haddock! There are plenty of beautiful women here—"

"I fear you are with the only truly beautiful woman in this room. There is no one else who would possibly tempt me."

Mr. Liely's eyes softened as his gaze turned to the eldest Ms. Overland. "She is quite beautiful. But, I will not have you stand here as such. If a no woman here can tempt you to dance, surely there is a gentleman here who would be able to hold his own against you in a discussion. Perhaps Ms. Overland's brother? I've heard he has quite the mouth on him."

Mr. Haddock scoffed. "A mouth possibly, but what of a brain? He is far too amused with the simple pleasures in life to have any appreciation or any knowledge of a topic worthy of discussion. However, it is not his fault. If he had been born into a better family, I have no doubt he would have been able to…" his voice trailed off as the two began to walk away, taking a turn about the room.

Jackson clenched the glass in his hands until his knuckles turned as white as snow. That man was infuriating. If he had no desire to affiliate with him, he would return the sentiment.

Apart from the incident by the punch bowl, the last bit of the evening went quite well. Mr. Liely exclaimed that he enjoyed the event so much that he must hold a dance at Dreki Vollr, those present invited to attend of course. The Overland family returned home in high spirits to find Mr. Overland still up, a book in his hands with his glasses perched on his nose. He inquired after the rest of the evening and soon regretted the maelstrom that his wife became as she prattled of about the delightful Mr. Liely, how his cousins had adored Emma and how he had dance with her twice. Mr. Haddock did not escape her terrible tongue as she lashed into him and his pride. She was glad he had not been taken with any of her daughters and that they returned such sentiments.

"Ten thousand a-year," she exclaimed, "is not worth the agony it would cause me to bear him as a son-in-law!"


	3. Chapter 3

**Hello, readers! The next chapter is here! Thank you for all the follows, favorites and reviews so far.**

**Ya know, I really do love this idea, and I'm having so much fun with it, but trying to cram all of Hiccup's awkwardness and raw Viking power into a prideful Mr. Darcy while staying true to both characters can be a bit difficult. Phew. I have some work ahead me. At least I have a set direction for the story to ease my struggle!**

**I shall shut up now and let you read. I hope you enjoy and please leave a review!**

**Disclaimer: I don't own 'ROTG', 'HTTYP' or 'P&P'**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Three<strong>

Jackson and Emma sat alone in the quiet living room across from each other, both pairs of eyes trained on the flickering light of the dying fire. As the lively flames were lulled to a dull ember, the eldest finally allowed herself to speak aloud of the praise she had been cautious in expressing earlier.

"He is just what a gentleman ought to be," she confessed, her eyes softening at her reminiscing as a gentle smile pulled at her lips, "kind, wonderful disposition, spirited and humorous. Not to say you do not also fill these requirements," she added hastily. "But rarely have I met such a man apart from you and Father."

A smirk tugged at the young man's lips. "He is quite handsome as well, wouldn't you say Emma? It certainly completes his character."

He chuckled as a light pink infused his sister's cheeks that he knew was not from the warmth of the fireplace. "Perhaps," she admitted quietly. "I was quite flattered that he asked to dance a second time. It was a great compliment."

"You are always so surprised at such things while I am not. You are wonderful woman, Emma, never believe anything else. He was quite right in being smitten by you. I daresay you are the most sane in this family, especially so if you limit it to the women of the household. He is a nice man, and I give you leave to like him," he answered with a smirk. "You have liked many a stupider man."

"Jack!" she scolded, reaching out a hand to slap him on the knee. "Can you not be serious for one moment?"

He, however, was just beginning to have fun as he jumped from her reach, mischief glinting in his eyes. "It is true. You are far too ready to like someone. I don't think I've heard a complaint or cross word to or of someone from you since I was born."

"I do not wish to judge prematurely," she explained flustered.

"I know, but it is such a rare thing. We see it everywhere, but to meet someone who truly wishes to see the best in people, who is able to take the smallest shred of decency and turn the person who possesses it into a saint—that power lies solely with you, Emma. So, in this case, I am glad to be able the say the man you hold in such high esteem truly does exist in the way you paint him. Congratulations," he ended with a flourished bow.

"Jackson," she warned, her harsh voice betrayed by the laughter hidden underneath.

He met her gaze with a wide smile, and she dissolved into giggles. Once she had calmed down, she reached out a hand from his. He humored her and clasped onto her small fingers. "Thank you," she said quietly.

Jackson leaned down and gave his sister a quick kiss on her forehead. "Anytime," he whispered. "But," he said pulling back, "it's a shame those cousins of his do not share the trait. I wish it was more dominant."

"They are quite pleasant women. Not at first, no, but they are dears once you speak with them. Ms. Vickson is to remain here to keep his house. I believe we will find her a charming neighbor."

The young man groaned as he fell back into his seat. "And here I had hopes that maybe you had started to learn to sort through people," he teased, earning him another light smack.

Sitting back, he listened to his sister continue with her assumptions, but he was not as hopeful as she. He had a feeling that the new resident of Dreki Vollr and his guests would not leave the town as peaceful as they found it.

* * *

><p>The Bennett family lived only a short walk away from the Overlands. Sir Bennett had been involved in the trade business where he had made a substantial fortune and had risen to the honor of knighthood. The honor was perhaps too heady and had given him a sour outlook on his business and his house in the small market town. He decided to quit them both and move his family to a house a few miles away where he was able to sit and reflect on his own importance, and, since unshackled by business, occupy his time by being civil to those who crossed his path. For, though his rank had grown, he did not grow pompous. In fact, he threw his attention to everyone. Knighthood had made him courteous.<p>

His wife was a good woman, not too clever but a valuable neighbor. They had several children; the eldest, being Jennifer, was a free spirited, yet intelligent woman well into her twenties and a childhood friend of Jackson's. She had proved to be the only one willing to keep up with his antics and tomfoolery, and after the ball the previous night, she was curious as to what had dampened his lively mood at the end of the evening. Ever the good friend, she called upon the Overland household near midday.

"The evening certainly began well for you, Jennifer," Mrs. Overland exclaimed once she set eyes on the young woman. "You were Mr. Liely's first choice."

"Yes," she said with a smile, "but he seemed to have preferred his second."

"Oh!" the older woman exclaimed in mock realization. "You mean Emma," she continued to brag, glad of the ability to do so, "I suppose so. He did dance with her twice. He certainly appeared to have admired her—indeed, I rather believe he did. I heard talk about it floating around."

Jennifer nodded politely, her eyes darting around the room until she spied Jackson entering. Her attention turned back to the prattling woman. "I did here that he was speaking to Mr. Robinson who asked him how he was enjoying himself, and whether or not he thought that a many pretty women were present in the room. He immediately responded: 'Oh, yes! The eldest Ms. Overland beyond a doubt is the prettiest. There can be no second opinion on the fact.'"

Mrs. Overland whimpered in joy as she clamped her hands over heart. "Upon my word!" she exclaimed. "Well, that has decided it indeed—I mean if it seems—but, nothing may come from it."

"Emma is a pleasant young woman. I doubt that nothing will come from it."

"You are too sweet, Jennifer."

The young man cleared his throat and stepped further into the room. He smiled at Jennifer before turning to his mother and sisters. "I hope you will allow me to take Ms. Bennett away from your company."

Without waiting for an answer, he held his arm out to his friend. "How about a walk through the gardens?"

Smiling, Jennifer accepted his offer and excused herself from his family.

"So tell me," she began once they were out of earshot of the house, "what caused your foul mood last night?"

"I don't know what you are speaking of."

"Come on, Jack," she begged as she pulled him to a stop and turned him to face her. "You were enjoying yourself until the end. I saw you near that Mr. Haddock. Did he say something to offend you?"

"Not at all," the young Mr. Overland responded tersely.

"You're lying. I've known you since I was five, Jack."

He sighed and continued walking. "Alright, yes, he said something," he admitted.

"Well, it must have been a great insult to have angered you. You're too free spirited to let a small comment affect you so. Besides, you can be quite witty with your own insults when the fancy suits you," she continued as she fell into step next to him.

He laughed as he reached down to hold her hand as they walked, the harsh sun beating down on their bare necks as dull buzzes droned in the warm air.

"Well," he began good-naturedly, "he pondered the possibility of me having a brain in my possession, and that I am too amused by simpler things to comprehend the bigger ideas."

"Surly it could not have been that bad," his friend insisted, appalled by the words she was hearing.

A smirk crept across the brown haired man's face. "You sound like Emma. She informed me that she had spoken to Ms. Vickson and had been told by her that he does not speak much unless he is with intimate acquaintances and to them he his most pleasant."

"I can believe that, and you certainly can too, Jack."

"Perhaps, but an inability to mingle doesn't excuse one from crude comments made in the presence of the person they are directed at."

"Maybe he did not see you," Ms. Bennett tried to reason.

"It does not excuse his insufferable pride."

"His pride," the young woman pondered, "does not offend me as pride would usually in another. There is an excuse for it. He is a very fine young man with family, fortune, and everything in his favor. I believe that warrants one to think highly of himself. He has a right to be proud."

"That is true," he sighed in agreement, "and I could easily forgive such a fault of his pride if he had not attacked mine."

Jennifer narrowed her eyes at him before laughing and tightening her grip briefly on his hand before letting go to walk ahead.

"What?" Jackson asked.

She shook her head and smiled as she looked back over her shoulder at him. "You are one to speak of pride."

"What is that meant to mean?"

"I have never met one more prideful than you," she responded on the beat. "You're free spirited, you're passionate and you know it. You will not suffer someone to tell you contrary."

"Because they would be an ill-educated fool if they believed such descriptions not to be true."

The young woman only laughed and turned from her, her bright eyes focusing on a pale butterfly that flitted over the path in front of her.

"Jenny?" he asked in confusion.

When she only continued her chuckles and began to leave him behind, he shook his head and followed after her.

* * *

><p>Mrs. Overland soon dragged her daughters and son to call upon those in Dreki Vollr, and the visit was returned. The eldest Ms. Overland soon grew on the ladies that resided there. The mother and younger sisters were frowned upon and deemed not worth speaking to while a wish to become better acquainted with the eldest two was expressed.<p>

Emma received the attention with pleasure and obliged their wish. Jackson, however, saw their manners as capricious and pompous, even towards his sister, and could not bring himself to enjoy their company for any length of time. Though, perhaps their kindness to her was most likely from the influence of Mr. Liely's admiration of her and had some value in it.

As for the gentleman, it was apparent that he was quite taken with her, and, to Jackson, it was equally so that she was with him. He found some pleasure that her feelings were not likely to be discovered by the general population of the world since his sister had such a composure and consistent cheerfulness that would prevent such suspicions, and he shared his feelings with his friend.

"Perhaps now it is pleasant," she stated after mulling the situation over, "but if she remains so guarded it may become a disadvantage. If a woman conceals her affection from the object of it with the same skill, she may lose the opportunity."

When her eyes observed the confusion puckering Jackson's brow, she sighed and explained, "There is vanity in every attachment—very few have a heart that is able to truly love another without encouragement. A woman does best to show more affection than she feels. Liely admires your sister—of that I have no doubt—but he may never feel more than that if she does not help him."

"But she does, as much as her character allows," he defended. "I can see the affection she feels for him in her, and if he is unable to do so as well, perhaps he is stupid man."

"Remember, Jack," Jennifer warned, "he does not know her as you do."

"But, I would assume that if a woman was partial to a man, and doesn't work to conceal it, he must find out," he responded after a moment's pause.

"Perhaps," she responded with a small smile, "he must, but it does not always work out as such. He must see enough of her, and though they meet often, it is never for many hours together."

She shook her head lightly as if to relieve a previous thought and met the eyes of her friend earnestly. "Liely and Emma always see each other in large parties; it is impossible that every moment would be of them talking between themselves. Emma must make the most of each minute granted to her to gain his attention. Once she has him, there will be time for falling in love."

Jackson sighed as he shook his head. "It's a good plan, if there was nothing in the goal except getting married. You know Emma's feelings, and those are not them. Besides, what is a marriage if there is no love? I can't see the fun in that."

"Things are simpler for you than it is for us. A woman does not always have the convenience of loving whom she marries."

"Things were easier when we were younger. Marriage was such a distant concept that would eventual trample out the fun."

"Perhaps for you," Jennifer said with a laugh.

"Don't tell me you would fantasize about such a day," he groaned.

"I was a young girl, Jack, of course I would at times."

"And here I had thought I had found someone to have fun with."

"Are you saying we never had fun?" she inquired, her eyebrows raised high.

"I'm saying my view of you has changed drastically," he countered back with a laugh.

Ms. Bennett soon followed suit and collapsed into her own set of giggles.

The young Mr. Overland smiled as he wished, as he had most of his life, that such things would remain permanent.

So focused on what he wished to keep permanent and his observations of Mr. Liely's attention towards his sister, Jackson was far from suspecting that he was becoming an object of fascination to that of his friend. Mr. Haddock had first barely allowed him a brain and with each time they met he had looked to criticize his lack of knowledge. But, with each meeting and comments shared, he was beginning to see the intelligence that lay hidden underneath his comical personality. He was loath to admit that perhaps this man was not all what he appeared to be at first, and began to wish to know more of him. And as he grew to admire the hidden knowledge, his heart began to soften towards his outgoing personality which, if he were to be truthful, was quite refreshing and endearing.
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><p><strong>Chapter Four<strong>

"I believe I have two of the silliest girls!" Mr. Overland exclaimed as he studied the flurry of remarks on soldiers twirling around the living room after a visit to town.

"Mr. Overland," his wife admonished.

Sarah ducked her head shyly while Mary jutted her chin forward, a challenging glint flickering across her bright eyes.

"If Mary spent at least half the energy she does on soldiers on reading instead, she might be a well-learned woman soon."

"Perhaps I would not spend so much time with soldiers, Papa, if you let learn to fight."

"You know I cannot allow that, Mary," he sighed.

"Which is precisely why I must speak with soldiers. They appear to be the only ones who care about what I want," she huffed as she stood and rushed from the room.

Sarah bit her lip as she stood up and quietly excused herself to follow after Mary in hopes of calming her. Jackson sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. Sometimes he wondered how she was able to put up with his youngest sister.

"Mr. Overland," the old woman complained, "you shouldn't expect young girls to have the same sense as those older. When I was her age, dare I say, I thought of officers more than she did; I used to like a red coat myself—and, sometimes in my heart I still do. If a young colonel would desire one of my girls, I would not deny him."

Her husband sighed as he closed the book in his hands and rested it on his lap. "Perhaps, but you did not wish to be one. And if any young man approaches who is capable and willing to handle Mary, by God, I will not begrudge him the privilege."

Mrs. Overland opened her mouth to reply but was thankfully prevented from doing so by the entrance of a footman. All eyes watched carefully as he presented a note to the eldest Ms. Overland and awaited a reply. The young woman's mother could not wait patiently and was soon calling out to know who had sent it and what it said.

Emma's eyes glanced over the parchment before stating simply, "It is from Ms. Vickson."

At the urging from her mother and a nod of encouragement from her brother, she swallowed and read it aloud:

"My dear Friend,

If you are not compassionate enough to dine with my sister and myself tonight, I fear we shall be in danger of hating each other the rest of our lives. A whole day between two women can never end well and without quarrel. Come as soon as you receive this. My cousin and the gentlemen are to dine out tonight.

Yours ever,

Abigail Vickson"

"Dining out," her mother remarked sullenly, "that is very unlucky."

"Can I have the carriage, Mama?" Emma asked as she folded the letter and rested it on her lap.

The woman paused and looked at her curiously before responding, "No, dear. You had better go on horseback."

"But it's going to rain, Mother!" Jackson exclaimed in shock of his mother's antics.

"Precisely," she snapped. "Your sister will have to stay the night."

"They can offer her a ride home," he said with a smirk.

"Oh," she sighed, "The gentlemen will have the coach."

"I would much rather going in the coach," Emma piped up quietly, not wishing for her brother and mother to fall into argument.

"But, my dear, your father cannot spare the horses," the old woman explained in a no-nonsense tone. "They are wanted in the farm, are they not, Mr. Overland?"

"They are wanted more often than I can get them," he responded dully as he picked his book back up.

"But are they engaged?" Jackson demanded from his father a little harsher than he had intended.

"Yes," he father answered simply, ignorant of the crestfallen look that had fallen across his son's face and the one of rapturous joy that painted his wife's.

* * *

><p>The young man sat in the seat near the window, his head resting in his palm as his long fingers entwined around the brown strands of hair. He flinched as a loud drum roll of thunder grew in crescendo until it cut off with an earsplitting blast. The soft pattered of rain drove against the window without rest; the consistency began to drive him mad as he struggled to see what lay outside through the onslaught of water.<p>

His mother bustled into the room humming quite happily. His eyes flickered to her with a glare. Emma had not been gone long before the rain had started, and she was perfectly at ease with the predicament she had placed her daughter in. The eldest Overland daughter would not be returning to her house that night.

"This was a good struck of genius," Mrs. Overland exclaimed for the umpteenth time as she walked to the window and pushed back a lace curtain to peer out into the indiscernible darkness.

Jackson swallowed the worry gnawing at his stomach and stood, exiting the room to leave his mother to her happy praises.

* * *

><p>The family sat in a silent breakfast—well, as silent as the lady of the house would allow it. Her husband had a book propped up in his hand as he ate. Her youngest daughter was still fuming over the incident the other day and Sarah was quiet as always. Her son was brewing with fury and worry—a dangerous combination. She, however, could not contain her pride of her brilliancy.<p>

As she prattled away, a servant entered with a letter for Jackson. He took it and quickly opened it to read what was written inside:

"My dear Jack,

I fear that I find myself ill this morning. I suppose having one's clothes drenched thoroughly will do that. My friends will not hear of me returning until I am well. They also insist on calling for a doctor. Therefore, do not be alarmed; I am in good hands. Except for a sore throat and headache I am fine.

Yours,

Emma"

"What's that you've got there, Jackson?" his mother asked.

He begrudgingly obliged by reading it aloud.

His father sighed and shut his book. "Well, my dear," he announced, "if your daughter should die of illness, it will be a comfort to know it was all in the pursuit of Mr. Liely, and under your orders," he finished bitterly as he stood from his seat and stalked from the room.

"I'm not afraid of her dying!" she called after him. "People do not die of a cold. She will be taken care of."

The young Mr. Overland felt the parchment crinkle under his fingers as his mother turned back to her children as stated, "As long as she stays there, all will be well. "

His worry had increased tenfold by the words of the letter. He could not see her so knowing full well that he could have been firmer on her not going. If she were to die—no, that would not happen. His resolution secured, he stood from the table, abandoning his food and declared he was going to see her.

"Don't be foolish!" his mother cried after him. "In all this mud you will hardly be presentable when you arrive. She will be fine, Jackson."

"I will be presentable to Emma," he hollered over his shoulder. "Which is all I care for," he murmured to himself as he snatched a cape from the entry and left his house, the fresh mud clinging desperately to his boots.

The door slammed shut behind him and he turned to see his two sisters rushing down the lane after him. "What are you doing?" he asked once they were closer.

"We'll go as far as town with you," Mary said simply as she continued to walk. "If we make haste, we can see the regime before they leave."

Jackson rolled his eyes, but accepted their company. One more visit would not hurt his sister, but he couldn't say he would be sad to see the soldiers leave soon.

* * *

><p>Once he had parted with his sisters, the young Mr. Overland increased his pace, his brown cape fluttering around his body in the chilled breeze. He quickly abandoned the road and elected to cut across the fields in hopes of reaching Dreki Vollr sooner. Leaping over puddles with impatience he raced faster, his heart hammering against his ribcage. When the house finally appeared over the ridge of a dull green hill, he allowed his pace to slow. He bent over, his hands clasping his knees, and struggled to regain his breath. Jackson huffed as he pushed himself up and down the hill and up the drive.<p>

The door was answered by a man whose face screwed up at his disheveled sight. Paying no attention to the look, he pushed his way inside with a quick explanation of who he was. He was escorted inside to a small parlor where all were present except his sister. His appearance caused a great deal of surprise amongst the ladies and gentlemen gathered there.

"I'm sorry to impose," he said as flatly as he could through panting breaths, "but I was informed by Emma that she was ill. I came immediately."

He was greeted by a flurry of compliments from the ladies, remarking on his health and his kindness as a brother.

Mr. Liely stood up and walked to him, a worried smile on his face. "I am glad you came. You are very dear to your sister, and I'm sure your presence will speed her recovery."

The young man nodded and eagerly followed him from the room, leaving before the two other gentlemen in the room could break their silence. ForMr. Snoutley, his mouth releasing his thoughts would not have proved stimulating as the only thing on his mind was his breakfast. Mr. Haddock, on the other hand, would have presented an interesting discussion if he had accidentally remarked on how he doubted the occasion called for such exertion.

Emma was delighted by the sight of her brother's arrival, and the man of the house soon left them to their own devices. Jackson smiled at his sister who lay pale and weak underneath the covers of the bed. Her brow was covered by a thin layer of sweat and dark puddles pooled underneath her now dull eyes.

He removed his cape and tossed onto the foot of the bed. Grabbing a chair, he pulled it to his sister's side where he was in easy reach of the water basin and pitcher.

"Mother should not have let you come out," he said sullenly as his eyes gazed upon her pathetic form.

"She meant well," his sister croaked.

"That still does not excuse her," he rebutted as he poured the chilled water into the basin and picked up a cloth that was lying idly on the table. He dipped it into the water and rang the excess out before pressing the damp material to his sister's brow.

"That does not mean you should not forgive her, Jack," Emma said in a hushed voice.

He only grunted in response before he smirked, ready to put the serious discussion behind them. "At least Mr. Liely is concerned for you."

"He and his cousins have been kind," she gave him tentatively.

"No, Emma, you know of what I speak. They are only kind to you because of him. He is completely besotted by you and has most likely not stopped worrying over your health since you fell ill. You saw those circles under his eyes," he teased. "He must not have slept last night; his worry was tormenting his soul too much."

"Jack," Emma tried to admonish around her shy smile.

He only laughed and removed the warmed cloth to dip it back into the water. "I have to admit, the response I received when I appeared before everyone was quite frightful. They must not have known what to do with me. And the look Mr. Haddock gave me—if he had believed me lacking a brain before, I am certain he is more resolute in his opinion now."

"You're too harsh on him, Jack."

"I am exactly what I need to be in response to how he acts."

A sad smile crept across his sister's face and he forced a chuckle. "Let's move on from this dull chatter. I came to help you get better, and laughter is the best medicine."

"Jack, are you going—"

"Yes," he responded, his smile widening as he jumped from his seat and dashed to the large windows, shutting the curtains.

"Don't you dare," she warned.

"You used to enjoy it when we were younger," he whined with a pout as he turned up the oil lamp and pulled the table it was on further from the wall, removing all other objects from its surface.

"When we were younger, Jack. Such activities should not take up the time of a gentleman."

"You used to enjoy my shadows."

"I still do."

"Then there is no problem," he responded with a smirk as he clamped his hands together and placed them in front of the lamp.

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, in the drawing room downstairs, the other occupants of the house sat in conference.<p>

"Can you believe his appearance?" Mrs. Snoutley exclaimed. "He appeared to be a wild man. Dare I say I was scared for my life when he barged into the parlor with his eyes blazing."

"Indeed," her sister agreed. "I could hardly keep my composure. And, at any rate, it was completely nonsensical to come at all. His sister's illness did not warrant such exertion. She is perfectly fine here."

"Yes, and did you see the mud on his boots? It had even splashed onto his trousers. No concern for his appearance at all."

"That may be how he appeared," Mr. Liely said, "but I hardly took it in. I thought he appeared to be the picture of a concerned brother—nothing more or less. The mud on his boots escaped my notice."

"You noticed didn't you, Mr. Haddock? If you had been ill, would you suffer your sister to have made such an appearance?"

"Certainly not," he stated. "But if she were the one ill, I can say I would not have acted any different than Mr. Overland."

Ms. Vickson huffed in a fluster at his unexpected answer. Taking a deep breath, she changed the subject. "I regard Emma Overland as a very sweet girl, and I wish with all my heart that she settles well. But with such a father and mother, and her low connections, I'm afraid there is no chance of it."

"Did you not say their uncle is an attorney?" her sister asked.

"Yes, and they have another who lives in Cheapside," she exclaimed in disgust, happy to move the conversation to an easier topic.

"That is capital!" her sister laughed.

"If they had uncles to fill Cheapside," interrupted Mr. Liely, "it would not make them any less agreeable."

"Oh yes, and it certainly increases their opportunity to marry anyone of consideration in this world," his friend muttered sarcastically.

To his remark, he had no reply, but his cousins agreed readily and continued to indulge themselves in idle chatter about their friend's pathetic relations.
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><p><strong>Chapter Five<strong>

At half past six, Jackson was summoned to dinner. Reluctantly he left his dozing sister under the care of a servant to oblige the invitation. When he reached the table, many questions were sent his way on Emma's well-being and when his answer was not favorable, many remarks came from Mr. Liely's cousins on how grieved they were by her illness. But soon, they commented no more of the matter and were indifferent towards their dear friend which only solidified Mr. Overland's original dislike.

Mr. Liely, in fact, was the only one he was able to endure during the meal. His anxiety for his sister was evident, and his attentions to her well-being pleased Jackson. It was only through his good grace that he did not feel as an intruder for he was recognized by none but him at the table. Ms. Vickson was caught up in prattling away in Mr. Haddock's ear, and her sister sat at mute attention. Mr. Snoutley was a man too preoccupied with food, cards and his own personage to carry a worthy conversation for any length of time.

When the meal was over, he was reluctantly pulled into the drawing-room. The others soon sat around the card table and invited him to join. He declined with the excuse of only staying a short while before returning to his sister; a book would satisfy that purpose quite well.

"You prefer reading to cards?" Mrs. Snoutley exclaimed.

"Mr. Overland," her sister explained, "despises cards. He is a great reader and finds no pleasure in anything else, much like his father."

"I don't deserve such criticism nor praise," Jackson retorted, the hair on his hackles raising. "I am not a great reader, and I find pleasure in more things than you are acquainted with. As for the cards, I fear I would shame you if I played. You are not used to a clever opponent and severe losses."

"Perhaps, then, you would care to grace us with your skills?" Mr. Haddock inquired, his lips twitching upwards.

"You heard the fellow," his friend exclaimed as he pulled his intent gaze from his cards, "he will be with us only a short while. Leave him to his book if it gives him pleasure!"

Jackson smiled gratefully at the man as he approached the table to where a few books lay and gingerly began picking through them. The back of his neck prickled and his eyes darted over to meet the green ones that observed each movement he made. His lips pressed into a firm line just as Mr. Liely looked over at him.

"I apologize for the small collection. I do wish it larger for your benefit and my credit, but I am not one to sit idle and read for any length on time. I own more than I—though I am ashamed to admit it—have ever looked into."

The young man smiled kindly and shook his head. "This is a reasonable selection. No need to be ashamed."

"I am quite astonished," said Ms. Vickson, "that your father left so small a collection. However, Mr. Haddock, you have such a delightful library!"

"It ought to be good," he replied with a slight roll of his eyes. "Many generations have worked at it."

"And you have added so much to it, you are always buying books."

"Learning is pivotal. I cannot understand the neglect of a family library."

"I am sure you neglect nothing that can add to the beauty of that noble place. Thomas, when you build your house, I wish it to be half as delightful as Berk."

"I wish it may as well."

The conversation between the occupants of the card table struck a chord of curiosity in Jackson, and he could not help but listen in. His fingers gentle grazed over the spines of the books, opening an occasional one to glance over the printing without truly reading it. Mary had been right to accuse him of eavesdropping, but it was true that he at least knew how to do it. He could never resist the temptation; the thrill was too fun to pass. Suppressing a smirk over the fact that the party present barely even noted him when he was speaking and attempting to be noted, he finally grabbed a book and took a seat. He held the book up to his eyes and opened his ears.

"Has Ms. Haddock grown since spring?" asked Ms. Vickson as she leaned over to Mr. Haddock. "Will she be as tall as I am?"

"I think she will. Her head would perhaps reach Mr. Overland's shoulder," he answered simply.

Jackson's fingers tightened at the mention of his name.

"Mr. Overland, could you stand for a moment?" he heard.

He rolled his eyes and resisted the urge to groan. Perhaps this would be harder than he thought. He closed the book and stood, arching his eyebrows as Abigail looked over him. She gave him a curt nod and turned away, telling him he was dismissed. Mr. Haddock's eyes however were slower to leave him and only finally pulled away when the woman at his elbow exclaimed, "How I long to see her again!"

The young man sat back down more than ready to leave. This company presented no source of amusement, but his curiosity had to be satiated. So, he stayed.

"I have never met anyone who was such a pleasure to know," the blonde continued cheerily. "Such composure, such manners, and so extremely accomplished for her age! Her portraits are quite exquisite. You should be proud, Mr. Haddock."

"I am."

"It amazes me," his friend said as he shuffled through the cards in his hands, "how young ladies have the patience to be so accomplished as they all are."

"All ladies accomplished! Dear Thomas, what do you mean?"

"Yes, all of them, I think," he defended himself. They all can paint, play the piano and sew. I do not know any one who cannot do this. I have never met a lady without being told of how accomplished she was."

"Though I can agree on such a general assumption, the word is applied to many women who do not deserve such praise. I have only met a handful of women I would consider to truly accomplished."

"I agree," Ms. Vickson said.

Jackson could not hold his tongue any longer. His heart pounded in his ears as his mind resolutely decided that it was his sisters that they were referring to, and if it was not them it was easily the young women of the city. He could not sit idly by and allow them to degrade them so. "Then you must expect a great deal in your idea of an accomplished woman?" he asked bitterly.

"Yes, I do," he answered simply.

"Certainly," his faithful assistant jumped in, "no one can be truly accomplished if they do not surpass what is met by others. A woman must have a thorough knowledge of music, singing, drawing, dancing, and the modern languages. And, in addition," she continued smugly, "she must possess a certain air, a manner of walking, the tone of her voice, her address and expressions. Otherwise, I fear it is only half deserved."

"All this she should possess," added Haddock, "in addition to the improvement of her mind by reading and a passion for life and family."

"I'm not surprised that you have only met a few accomplished women," retorted Jackson. "I am surprised you have managed to make the acquaintance of any if they must live up to such conditions. You are quite harsh on the sex, Mr. Haddock."

He arched an eyebrow at the unexpected retorted. He crossed his legs and leaned back into his chair, his cards lying abandoned on the table as he studied the young ma across the room from him.

"In addition to finding such a list of demanded characteristics incredibly harsh, I do also find it a bit lacking. Would you not consider a sense of humor to be a defining characteristic in an accomplished woman? Surely, a woman must be able to find joy and amusement."

"I find a sense of humor in anyone to be nothing more than tiresome and irksome at best."

"Well, it is no wonder you are still single then," Jackson rebutted. "For all the women I have met worthy of marriage had a sense of humor."

"Which begs the question of why you have yet to marry," interrupted Ms. Vickson.

The young Mr. Overland clamped his mouth shut and quickly dismissed himself from the room. Such personal matters were not in need to be discussed by such a congregation.

* * *

><p>Emma had fallen asleep and Jackson was bored out of his mind. His eyes glanced at the clock across the room. It had been nearly three hours since he sent word to his mother. He knew he shouldn't be surprised that she was waiting to come in hopes of her daughter and Liely growing closer, but it still angered him that his mother was so desperate to marry her daughters off.<p>

But, she should at least have sent a kinder letter than one stating simply that her daughter was to remain as long as possible. It wouldn't have hurt her to come and see how she was fairing, to ensure that her daughter was well looked after. Well, he wouldn't leave until Emma was able to do so.

Sighing, he stood and smoothed out his shirt and straightened his waistcoat. He was loathed to mingle with the others of the house, but it would be best to give his sister time to enjoy her rest. Without further thought, he silently left the room.

As he stepped into the drawing-room he found Mr. Liely and Mr. Snoutley were at the card table while the latter's wife sat and watched with bored eyes. Her sister sat on the chaise, her bright eyes observing the frame of Mr. Haddock bent over the desk as he scrawled away.

Jackson paused as he gazed at the man. _Left-handed. Curious,_ he pondered as he sat in an available chair and picked up a book from nearby. Focusing of what was written however, proved to be a difficult task as Ms. Vickson insisted on commenting frequently on Mr. Haddock's handwriting, the evenness of his lines or the length of the letter without concern for the annoyance that began to stiffen the shoulders of the man's frame as his grip on his pen tightened.

Curious as always, the young Mr. Overland's warm eyes consistently flickered to the two figures every few minutes, mirth pooling in their depths as he wondered how the man would appear when he lost his composure.

"How delighted Ms. Haddock will be to receive such a letter!" the blonde exclaimed.

Her remark was met by a silent roll of the eyes, and Jackson had to bite back a smirk.

"You write uncommonly fast," she tried again.

"I write as quickly as a horse that has lost a shoe," he replied quickly, and the young man's struggle to not smile became harder.

Ms. Vickson appeared flustered as her mouth gaped for a few minutes before she quickly recovered. "How many letters you must have to write in the course of a year! How dull and tedious I would find such a task."

"You should be congratulating yourself then that they have fallen into my duty and not yours."

"Please tell your sister that I miss her," she attempted.

He rested his pen on the desk and turned to face her. "If she reads such a sentiment again from you, I fear she will grow bored of my letter. It is beginning to appear that you spoke and I dictated," he said before returning to his writing.

The young brunet rubbed a hand over his mouth to hide the smile that was pulling at his lips. This was proving quite enjoyable. He had never imagined such a prideful man capable of such sarcasm.

Ms. Vickson stood, a pleasant smile straining across her lips as she approached him and laid a hand on his shoulder as she peered over to observe his writing. "How are you able to write so evenly?" she asked yet again.

He elected to not answer.

"Tell your sister that I am delight to hear of her improvement with the—what was the instrument you gave her called again?"

"A guitar."

"Yes! Tell her I am happy to hear that she has taken to it so well."

"I have no room to do justice to such momentous congratulations. Perhaps, you would care to write a letter to her yourself?"

"It's of no consequence," she mumbled, waving a hand dismissively. "I will see her in January. Do you always write such charming, long letters to her, Mr. Haddock?"

"They are generally this length, but as to charming—I'm afraid I'm not the one to answer that."

"It is a rule with me that a person able to write long letters with ease cannot write ill."

"Well, then," Jackson decided to enter the conversation at last, he was enjoying the show but her voice was grating on his nerves, "maybe you should best leave him to write. I am sure that if you drone on in his ear long enough we will write ill and then where would your conjecture find footing?"

He then proceeded to excuse himself to see how is sister was fairing. He left in such a flurry so as to hide the laughter bubbling up in him that he was unaware of the lopsided grin that was creeping across the face of the man at the desk.

* * *

><p>Ms. Vickson was beginning to feel Mr. Haddock's attention slowly slipping from her to the young man who was staying with them under the guise of caring for his sister. The reason, however, was lost on her. He had no connections and his manners were hardly refined. Besides, he was too cheeky for her liking and always seemed to be laughing at her, as if enjoying a show that he occasionally acted in from the sidelines. Her cousin was a better fit for a friend and companion for Mr. Haddock, and she would be sure he knew that.<p>

The next day they were walking together through the gardens his green eyes fixed in the distance as he guided her. Her hand was nestled tightly in the crook of his arm as she studied his firm features. A flutter of feathers overhead startled her and she watched as a flock of doves flew amongst the branches above them. Her eyes turned back to the man alongside her to see his eyes study the animals wistfully.

She cleared her throat and once his attention settled on her she said, "I hope you plan to make frequent visits. His family will surly wish to know you. And, of course, you must allow them to visit Berk; you must not appear closed off to your friend's family. Of course, too much and it might appear to be charity; you'll soon find Berk flooded with the population of Cheapside.—And, if I may digress for the moment, you might wish to check the mouth and…free nature of the man you wish to befriend."

"Have you anything else you wish to advise me on?"

"Yes," she began but was interrupted by her sister calling to her. She looked over her shoulder to spy her sister on the arm of Mr. Overland heading up the path towards them

"I did not know you intended to walk today," she said, fearing she had been overheard.

"You were quite rude," Mrs. Snoutley complained as she grew closer. "Running off without informing me. Liely's disappeared and Mr. Snoutley is contently dozing. I had to request the services of this young man to escort me here."

The woman huffed as she let go of the young man's arm and latched onto Mr. Haddock's free one, leaving her escort to stand in the path by himself.

The copper haired gentleman sensed their rudeness and said to no one in particular, "Perhaps we should move to the avenue. I'm afraid this path is too narrow for our party."

Jackson simply laughed as he began stepping backwards away from the group. "No, stay just as you are. You paint such a beautiful picture; I'd hate to ruin it. I will be fine on my own."

Without another word, he sprang down the path with childlike enthusiasm as Mr. Haddock was pulled in the opposite direction.

"You should choose your friends carefully," Ms. Vickson warned. "A young man has no right to act as such. I'm sure he is a child in mind as well as action. You would grow weary of him very soon."

The gentleman only huffed slightly as he continued down the path, stuck between the idle gossip of the sisters on his arms.
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><p><strong>Chapter 6<strong>

Jackson sat in the silent drawing room amongst the other inhabitants of Dreki Vollr at the urging of his sister. She had insisted that he stop worrying over her and go and mingle. He had tried to convince her that such an idea was not appealing, but she had all but physically forced him to. '_Though_,' he admitted with a smirk, '_she had been fairly close to that.'_

Mr. Snoutley had suggested a game of cards but his sister-in-law quickly shot it down, informing him that no one in the party desired to play. The silence of the group had justified her statement, and he had stretched himself out on a sofa and quickly fallen asleep, his mouth gaping open as a gently hum of snoring rumbled his chest. His wife entertained herself by fiddling with the bracelets and rings that adorned her.

Mr. Liely sat on the chaise, his legs stretched out in front of him and his dark haired head planted in his palm. His eyelids threatened to close him off from the world at any moment. Mr. Haddock had sat himself down in a chair with a book firmly gripped in his hands as his bright eyes devoured the pages in front of him. Ms. Vickson sat near him with a book of her own draped on her lap, but her eyes spent more time on the pages of Haddock's book than her own and would inquire after one thing or another. Her attempts at conversation failed when he answered her swiftly, his eyes never leaving his book, and continued reading.

From his seat, the young Mr. Overland watched all this play out halfway between amused and bored. The idea that his sister believed this entertaining company for him.

The blonde yawned as she closed her book and said, "It is so pleasant to spend an evening this way. There is no better enjoyment than reading. When I have a house of my own, I will be miserable if I do not have an excellent library."

Jackson felt a smirk creeping across his lips when no one made a reply, and she yawned again to hide her embarrassment. The woman tossed her book aside to the cushions next to her, her eyes darting around the room for a source of amusement. Sighing, she stood and began to walk around the room.

The young Mr. Overland had to admit she had a charming and elegant figure, and he felt another smirk rising at Ms. Vickson's growing frustration in not catching the eye of Mr. Haddock with her activity. He was surprised when, after he had returned his gaze to his book, a hand rested lightly on his shoulder. He peered up through stray strands of brown hair to see the young woman's smiling face looking down at him.

"Mr. Overland, let me persuade you to be my escort as I take a turn about the room.—I assure you it is quite refreshing," she added.

He was barely given a moment to respond before her fingers were clamped around his elbow, and she pulled him to his feet. By doing so, she succeeded in the real pursuit she was after, Mr. Haddock looked up from his book to fix his curious eyes on the unlikely pair. The young woman smirked as she drew the young man at her arm around the room, her eyes darting to meet the gaze she so desperately sought. She invited him to join them in their turn about the room, but he declined, causing a playful smirk to flicker across her face.

"What ever could he mean?" she asked the young man at her side.

"I would not assume to know," he answered curtly.

"Shall we ask him?"

"No," he responded with a smirk. "He thrives on being cryptic. His mystery causes confusion in others and heightens his pride. Our surest way of keeping him remotely sane is to disappoint is expectations."

Ms. Vickson, however, could not disappoint the man and asked for a reason and explanation for his actions.

He smiled and said, "I have no objection in explaining them, as doing so would have no effect on _my _pride whatsoever."

Once brown eyes flickered over to his, his grin grew wider as he explained, "You either chose this method of passing the time because you are in each other's confidence or you wish to make an impression. If the former, I would only be in the way. If the latter, well, let's just say I am perfectly impressionable where I sit."

The woman laughed, smiling at a great achievement she believed to be hers. "I've never heard any thing so horrible. How will we punish him?" she asked.

Jackson shrugged, his eyes never leaving Mr. Haddock's face. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck bristling. If it was wit he was in want of for a laugh, he would give him wit. "I don't know. If you have the inclination to embarrass him, tease him—laugh at him. I can offer you no better suggestion. You know him better than I."

"Oh, but I don't," she continued, prattling on for attention's sake. "Our friendship has not revealed such a thing to me. You cannot tease a man with a calm temper. As for laughter—he lacks a quality that would suffer laughter."

"Really?" the young man asked, arching an eyebrow. "It is quite uncommon to lack a trait that brings amusement to others. I hope he is able to remedy it, and if not, I'm afraid we can no longer be acquaintances. I enjoy a laugh and could not be long in the presence of someone unable to bring me it."

Mr. Haddock matched his raised eyebrow and explained as he leaned back in his chair, "Ms. Vickson has given me more credit than is do. For any man, however wise, can be rendered ridiculous by a person whose only skill in life is to make a joke."

Taking offense, Jackson struggled to keep his composure as he replied, "Of course there are such people, but I believe I'm not one. I never ridicule what is wise or good. Follies, nonsense, whims, and even inconsistencies bring me amusement and always will. But, these traits are ones you appear to be without."

"Under instruction of my father I have tried to avoid such weaknesses."

"Such pride," he remarked with a roll of his eyes.

"Where there is a real superiority of mind, pride will be under good regulation."

The young man finally looked away in attempt to hide a smirk at the hypocrisy.

Eager to bring attention back to herself, Ms. Vickson said, "Has your examination ended? What is the result of Mr. Haddock?"

"Oh, I am convinced he is without fault," he muttered.

"No," he defended. "I made no such pretension. I have them, but they are not whims or result of a spirit that knows no restraint. I find myself to precautious around new comers, and I cannot forgive follies and betrayal as soon as I should."

"That's quite a fault indeed," Jackson replied. "Resentment is quite unforgiving, I cannot laugh at such a thing."

"Shall we have some music?" exclaimed the blonde, growing frustrated with her inability to participate in the conversation.

* * *

><p>When word came a few days later that Mrs. Overland would call to retrieve her daughter and son, Mr. Liely was quite depressed that his guests would soon leave. He was worried that Emma was not well enough to move, but she insisted that she was and that she was eager to see her family. He could not deny her and reluctantly agreed.<p>

The news was welcomed by Mr. Haddock who believed Jackson had been at Dreki Vollr long enough. The young man piqued his interest more than he felt appropriate—and, he did not care for the incivility that he was shown by Ms. Vickson and her sister. He had grown to be careful of the attention he directed at the young man and the enthusiasm he felt when he challenged an opinion. The young man had a refreshing wit, but he would be damned if the sisters found out, so he had contented himself with silent observation and appreciation.

Jackson was jubilant about finally being able to leave the household. He had enjoyed the kindness of his host, but the guests stifled him beyond belief. Fun was unheard of, and he had only felt reprieve when he had sat with his sister in attempt to lighten her mood.

When Mrs. Overland arrived with her two youngest, the young Mr. Overland was on edge with worry about what would spill from his mother's mouth or what social travesty Mary would speak off. He was not immune to the looks of disapproval Mrs. Snoutley and Ms. Vickson gave the fiery red head as she spoke of her joy in spending time with officers and the discussions of weapons that they would indulge her with. It wasn't soon enough when the women finally crammed into the family carriage, the older woman spewing her consistent and repetitive thanks.

The young man gave a brief farewell to each person of the household: the briefest being to Mr. Haddock once he saw a spark behind the man's eye. He joined the driver and breathed a sigh of relief as the tension left his shoulders with each second of increased distance.
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><p><strong>Chapter Seven<strong>

"I hope that you have ordered a good dinner for today," Mr. Overland announced to his wife at breakfast. "I am expecting an addition to our family."

Her brow puckered in confusion. "Who? I know of nobody. Unless it is Jennifer Bennett," she finished flippantly, "in which case, my dinners are good enough for her."

Clearing his throat, the older man wiped his mouth before continuing. "The person I speak of is a gentleman and a stranger."

The woman's eyes sparkled as she clapped her hands together. "A gentleman and a stranger! It is Mr. Liely. Why Emma, you never spoke of this. I am sure I will be glad to see Mr. Liely. But—how unlucky. We are out of fish—"

"He is not the gentleman," her husband interrupted.

"Is-is not? Than who is?"

"He is a man I ever never seen before."

All eyes were on him, arched eyebrows high and brushing hairlines. He took a moment to smile and enjoy the full attention of his family that he finally had on himself. The man leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on his legs.

"About a month ago," he began, "I received a letter. It was from my cousin, Mr. Black, who, when I am dead, may turn you out of this house as soon as he pleases."

"Oh, my dear!" his wife exclaimed. "I cannot bear to hear that mentioned. Pray, do not talk of that horrendous man. It is the hardest thing in the world that your estate should be giving away without consideration to your son. If I had been you, I should have tried long ago to do something or other about it."

"Mother," Jackson groaned, running his fingers through his hair. "It is to repay for a debt he has yet to pay back. If you had been better at keeping books than Father perhaps he would have allowed you to help. But, seeing as you cannot go a week without purchasing lace, you truly have no grounds of argument on financial. He has done the best he can with such a large debt and medium income."

But, as always, Mrs. Overland refused to see reason and the logic of the simple fact. She couldn't believe in the fairness of the property being cruelly snagged away from the family without thought or care for the future of her children. Emma and Jackson continued to try and resolve the problem, but she was resolute.

The young Mr. Overland sighed in defeat. His mother did care for her children's well-being but she was too stubborn about it. She had her own set of views and would not suffer any other as being better for them. It caused more frustration than anything else.

The man of the house sighed as he stood from the table. "It is a difficult affair, but from his letter he appears to be a most courteous individual. There is some self-importance in his letter, but he may prove to be a valuable acquaintance."

With that he left his family. Mary was the furthest thing from impressed by this man who was going to visit. He was most likely not to be a soldier, and where was the fun in talking to a man if he would insist on pointless prattle. Sarah was at most curious and Emma was hopeful. For once in a long while, Mrs. Overland and her son were on the same page with their unease at welcoming such a stranger into the house. However, the similarity ended there. Where Mrs. Overland was panicking over such a man entering her house, Jackson was dreading the true reason from him visiting.

* * *

><p>He was punctual, and at this moment that was the only positive remark Jackson had of the man. He was quite tall and slender. Dark hair was slicked back and parted cleanly. His nose was a prominent feature and gray eyes peered out over it giving him the impression of a hawk. Mr. Black's manners were proper and sweet to the point of becoming insufferable. As Jackson watched him chatting politely with his family, he couldn't help but being wary of the glint and sly smile that curled his lips.<p>

Mr. Overland's cousin insisted on assuring the family of the daughters' beauty. But he knew no end as he breezed over Mrs. Overland's talent for raising her children so well and the wonderful upkeep of the house: he would have no worries when he would come into possession of it.

Mrs. Overland's lips were pressed firmly together as she said tersely, "You are very kind, sir. I hope you continue to prove to be so when my children are destitute."

"I assume you are speaking of this estate which is entailed to me," he responded with raised eyebrows.

"Indeed I do."

"I'm a sensible man and quite aware of the hardships that will befall my cousins due to their father's ill-managed debts," he responded sweetly. "I do not wish to be too forward, but I possess a few ideas on how to remedy the situation."

But brown eyes caught the ever-so-slight twitch of the lips. The Jackson's fingers curled around the arm of the sofa he sat on, his nails digging into the fabric. He was playing with them, and the rest of his family was either oblivious or too nervous to say anything. The young man was saved from furthering the difficulty in resolving such a delicate matter by summons to dinner.

He released a breath he had no realized he had been holding as he stood and led the way to the dining room. His teeth gritted against each other, the muscles of his jaw tightly clenched, as he listened to the superficial praise of the furniture that came flowing with ease for Mr. Black lips. At first Mrs. Overland was flattered by the continuous slew of praise until she realized that his admiration stemmed not from her upkeep and styling, but from his view of his future property.

Once the family and their guest had settled at the table, the compliments continued to rain down as the meal was brought out and the first bite was taken.

As slender lips closed around the fork and teeth pulled off the food that rested on the utensil, one eyebrow arched up—whether in surprise or play was unclear, though Jackson would swear the latter. The fork was slipped out of its prison and jaw muscles worked slowly to chew before swallowing. "Which of my cousins must I commend for this delicious meal?" he questioned with a harmless air.

Mrs. Overland spluttered and before she could stutter out an answer, Jackson bit out, "We are very well able to keep a good cook, dear cousin. Perhaps if you spent less looking down, you're view wouldn't be so obstructed by your unusually large nose."

Silence blanketed the small dining room as the last syllable fell from his lips. He knew he should have probably kept silent and that he would more than likely regret that comment later, but at this particular moment in time, he didn't care. He would not suffer his sister to be brought to such insult and disgrace.

A soft chuckle echoed in the room as Mr. Black's long fingers snatched up a cloth and brought it to his lips. "My patroness would approve of such…creativity when it comes to words. She's quite a resourceful woman, even ruthless at times."

Emma smiled pleasantly. "She must be an extraordinary woman," she stated, spying the opportunity to move conversation away from her brother's faux pas and running with it.

"She is," he agreed as he took another bite. "Madame Gooding is a wonderful woman to have as a patroness. I would fear invoking her temper, but, that is part of her charm. She has helped me further my purposes greatly, and has advised me in ways of improving that I had never thought of before. I am quite grateful to have stumbled across her."

As dinner progressed, so did Mr. Black's praise of his patroness. The Overlands listened eagerly, glad to have diverted his tongue from a topic that did not include them. Jackson shuddered as he thought of the woman that was being described. His cousin spoke of how he wished to not greet her as an enemy while the young Mr. Overland did not wish to greet her even as a friend. The woman sounded truly fearful and vindictive.

A new person of topic caught his ears, and he perked up to listen to the change.

"Miss Gooding is quite a spectacular young lady as well," he said, taking a sip from his glass. "Though, not to insult the grace of my cousins, she is quite distinguished. She holds her mother's fierceness for a fight, that much is certain. However, her charm ends with the saddening fact that she was unable to inherit the full potential of her mother's wits. Yet, she has grown well, and is very accomplished in her own rights."

"Has she been presented?" Emma questioned, still keeping form of interest in his tales. "I do not recognize her name."

"Madame Gooding believes her too brash for such events. The young lady has yet to grasp the concept of subtlety. And, until such a time is reached, she will not be presented. Such a thing is a shame—as I have told her mother on countless occasions—for if she was able to prefect such an art, she would be the brightest jewel in the court just as Madame Gooding herself was, and still is."

"You are a fair judge when it comes to praise," remark Mr. Overland over the rim of his glass. "I've never met one holding so much talent in flattery."

Similar smirks appeared on the faces of the other two men at the table as dinner continued; however, their reasons could not have been more different.
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><p><strong>Chapter Eight<strong>

Deep brown eyes held no warmth as they carefully watched the outline of Mr. Black's form on the road ahead of him where he walked with Mary on one arm and Sarah on the other. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck raise in agitation as he studied the possessive hold with which he guided them down the lane towards town.

A light hand rested on his shoulders and he shook from himself from his angered thoughts. Eyelids fluttered over the dark irises before they landed on Emma. Her brow was etched with worry as she gazed intently at him.

"Jack?" she asked gently, her fingers tightening around his forearm where he had tucked her hand at the beginning of their journey.

He sighed, not wishing to concern her, only—warn her. Let her know of what he was suspecting, but he understood her gentle spirit more than any. He didn't want her to worry, so he curled his lips into his characteristic smirk. "I heard Mother reprimanding Mr. Black earlier. Do you wish to know why?" he taunted.

"Jack," she groaned. "You shouldn't—"

"Well, if you don't want to know what was said about you," he exclaimed, leaving her hanging. She was an Overland. Curiosity was in her veins.

"About me?"

"Yes."

Out of the corner of her eye he surreptitiously studied her chewing her bottom lip in nervous thought.

"All right," she finally gave in.

Jackson smiled in triumph as he leaned in closer to his elder sister. His eyes darted around and he lowered his voice into a conspiratorial level. "Apparently, he expressed interest in you after assuring Mother that this way her dear children would be cared for. She then assured Mr. Black that you were already taken by Mr. Liely—thank you very much," he finished, raising the pitch of his voice and mimic their mother with accuracy that could only be called art.

"Truly?" Emma squeaked out.

"Would I lie?" he asked, pulling back and arching an eyebrow.

"Yes."

He chuckled at the resoluteness in her voice. Yes, he had lied now and again. One didn't simply going around speaking every truth when there were pranks at risk and secrets to hoard. "Perhaps, I have, but on this occasion I'm not. How do you feel?"

His sister tucked a loose wisp of hair behind her ear. "I'm not sure which I should be: mortified by mother's presumptuousness or flatter by his attention."

"I think in this insistence a proper mix of both. However, to be frank, I would not be flatter by his attention."

"Well," she smiled, "you will thankfully never have to be worried about such a thing because he will surely never dote it upon you."

"You seem so confident in such a statement. I'm offended. I believe myself to be a highly desirable young man worthy of anyone's attentions."

Her soft brow puckered for a moment as she processed his flippant words. "Jack, I don't know whether you're serious or not."

"When have I ever been serious?" he retorted.

She smiled and looked away from him, focusing on the three figures ahead.

Jackson's smile faltered slightly as he turned away from her and swallowed. Sometimes he wished that topic could be taken seriously. He was growing weary of lightly treading over the one issue he wanted to be straightforward on. He raised his spare hand and draped it over his sister's, his thumb absentmindedly tracing the smooth skin as he searched for a small comfort for his nerves.

"Jackson?"

"Hmm?"

"Are—never mind," his sister said before falling permanently silent until they reached the outskirts of town.

"They're back!" Mary screeched as she released Mr. Black's arm and rushed towards the sea of red that flooded the town.

"Mary!" Jackson groaned. He quickened his pace and darted after his youngest sister after leaving Emma in the care of Mr. Black.

His eyes strained against the red coats in attempt to make out the flurry of red hair that was Mary. He finally spied her talking to a group of four soldiers, her bright eyes drinking in all they said.

"Mary!" he shouted as he approached her.

She elected to ignore him until he stood at her side and grabbed her arm.

"Mary, you can't do that."

"Ow," she complained as she pried his fingers from her arm. "And you can't talk to me. I didn't acknowledge you."

Mr. Overland growled. "I'm your brother."

"So?"

"I'm the exception."

She huffed as she turned back to a lanky soldier with ratty brown hair whose nose could rival that of Mr. Black.

"You were going to introduce me to your new companion, Mr. McIntosh," she said pleasantly.

"Yes." He reached behind him and pulled a man forward.

Jackson eyed him carefully. Brown hair stuck out from under his hat and brushed his bushy eyebrows. Underneath those eyebrows were bright eyes that reminded Jackson of the caramel his father would once bring home as a special treat.

"Miss Mary, this is Mr. Fitzherbert."

"Hi," he drawled, his lips pulling back into a smooth smile. He picked up her hand and brought it to his lips. He pressed them to the soft skin and let them linger.

Jackson's jaw tightened for a moment before the man stood up and turned to him. Mr. Fitzherbert inclined his head. "I heard you say you're her brother. May I inquire your name?"

"Jackson Overland," he replied, inclining his head.

"Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Overland."

"How long will you be in Burgess?" his sister piped up.

"A fortnight. Then we'll be heading to the camp outside Corona," he answered with ease.

"Jackson!"

The young man looked over his shoulder to spy Emma waving at him from across the street. She was still on the arm of Mr. Black with Sarah decorating his other.

He raised his hand in acknowledgement and waited for them to cross the street.

"A friend of yours?" Fitzherbert asked.

"My sister," he responded. He reached out an arm to his eldest sister who latched onto it and pulled herself closer to him.

Mr. Black led Sarah up onto the pavement as well, crowding into the already packed area.

"Mr. Fitzherbert," Jackson said, "this is my sister, Ms. Overland."

"A pleasure," he said, reaching for her hand and giving it a kiss.

"And Miss Sarah, my other sister, as well as Mr. Black, our cousin."

"A pleasure." The soldier kissed the young girl's hand and inclined his head to Mr. Black.

The tall man returned the gesture. "Tell me, Mr. Fitzherbert, are you—"

His question was drowned out by the clatter of hooves against the street. The assembly turned to see to men galloping towards them. As they slowed to a light canter before stopping, Jackson made out Mr. Liely and his friend.

"Mr. Overland!" he called out.

"Hello, Mr. Liely," Jackson said in greeted.

His sister chimed in their greetings as well, and Mr. Liely happily acknowledged them.

"May I ask who this is on Miss Sarah's arm?"

"Our cousin, Mr. Black," Ms. Overland supplied. "He's staying with us for the week."

"Well, I'm pleased to make your acquaintance. It's a joy to meet the family of the Overlands. If you so desire, please, make yourself familiar with Dreki Vollr."

"That's very generous of you, Mr. Liely."

"What has your entourage been up to?" he inquired.

Jackson allowed his sisters to take over and engage the man. His own eyes turned to Mr. Haddock who sat atop his skittish horse behind his friend. The young man pondered whether or not the horse's actions mirrored its rider's feelings. He couldn't make out the bright green eyes of Haddock; they were hidden underneath the brim of his top hat, but his mouth appeared turned down in a disappointed frown.

Shrugging, the young Mr. Overland turned away to see Mr. Fitzherbert looking in the direction of Mr. Haddock. His mouth was pulled into a straight line, but there was a playful glint in his eyes.

"I'm glad I spotted your family," Mr. Liely began to say before he was interrupted by the flurry of hooves as his friend took off down the street back the way he had come from.

"Haddock—Haddock!" Mr. Liely cried out after him. "Forgive me, but I must—"

"Of course," Ms. Overland soothed.

He gave her a brief smile before turning his horse to face his retreating friend; he looked up to face the whole group. "But, before I go, I wished to invite you ladies and Mr. Overland, and you as well Mr. Black, to the ball I will be having Saturday next at Dreki Vollr. The soldiers are more than welcome to join."

With that he tore down the street, weaving effortlessly through the crowd.

"Well," Jackson said, "shall we head to the store? We did come all this way for some new ribbons. It looks like you now have a reason to wear them."

"No, we need _lace_ now," Mary corrected as she looped her arm through Mr. Fitzherbert's. "Lace and ribbons. You will escort me, will you not, Mr. Fitzherbert?"

"How could I refuse such an opportunity? I will meet up with you three later at Annie's," he said to his companions who nodded and sauntered off.

"Good. Tell me everything," she rattled out as she pulled him down the pavement.

"Everything?"

"What battles have you been in? Have you been deployed? Are you planning on going to India? I heard that there—"

Jackson sighed, shaking his head as he followed the gabbing pair down the street with Emma on his arm and Mr. Black and Sarah a step behind.

When they finally reached the dress parlor his sisters rushed inside. He hung back outside along with Mr. Fizherbert, none too eager to deal with the talk of lace and ribbons. Mr. Black had elected to go inside and as he watched through the glass window he felt a moment of pity for the poor man and almost wished he had forewarned him—almost.

"Was that Mr. Haddock with Mr. Liely?" the soldier next to him asked.

"Yes," Jackson replied. He remembered the shared look between the two before the gentleman had ridden off. "Do you two know each other?"

"Yes. Well, we used to. I have known him since infancy. Are you two well acquainted?"

"As well as I'd like to be," he huffed. "I spent a few days in the same house as him, and I've had my fill. I have no desire to further my knowledge on his character. It's quite pompous if you ask me. Though, even if I'm loathe to admit it, he has a sarcastic nature I would not expect from him, yet I do not know whether it adds to his disagreeable character or lessens it."

"I am not one to give you a response that isn't based in my bias. I've known him too long to allow for that possibility."

"Despite what dear Emma will say—she'll never speak a bad word to or of anyone—everyone who has come in contact with him is disgusted by his pride. You will find it difficult to find someone, apart from Emma and his own, who will speak kindly of him here."

"I'm not very surprised," Mr. Fitzherbert said, crossing his arms and leaning against the store's window. "But, I am glad that so many have been able to see through his fortune and title. I wonder how much longer he'll be staying at Dreki Vollr, I assume, if he's here with Liely."

"I don't know. But, do not be let it be of consequence. I'd hate your time here to be ruined by his presence, especially since Mary seems so attached to your stories."

The soldier chuckled. "She's a charming kid. But, no worries. We might not be on friendly terms, but I won't be driven away by Mr. Haddock. If he does not wish to encounter me, he can leave. Though, it does pain me that we are not as close as we used to be and that our relationship has become so tenuous. His father, the late Haddock, was one of the best men; he was a strong, brave man and a brilliant leader, always willing to go the extra mile for his own. And then I see the young Haddock; he has so greatly diverged from what his father would have wanted. I could forgive his cruel behavior towards me, if it was not for the thought of him disgracing his father."

Jackson felt his body tilt in, eager to absorb this new information, but Mr. Fitzherbert moved on to general topics as he turned his eyes into the store to watch the young girls darting around the store, Emma trailing behind trying to tie up everything.

"I enjoy good company; that's why I joined this corps, and my friend McIntosh pushed the issue further, tempting me with the excellent acquaintances available in Burgess. I, uh, I hate being alone. Society, surrounded with good people; that's where I'm at home. I should have joined the church—I was destined for the church and I was eager to pursue my time there, and I would have been in such a profession had it not been for the _gentleman_ we were just discussing."

"Really?"

"Yes. The late Mr. Haddock was my godfather and had bequeathed to me the best living; I cannot do justice to his kindness. He meant to provide for me so I could enter the church, but it was given to another."

"How was such an insult suffered? How could Mr. Haddock do such knowing full well that it went against his father's will? Have you not yet gone to a lawyer?" Jackson ranted, his brain whirling with this new information.

Mr. Fitzherbert shrugged as he looked back to the busy street. "It was an informal promise, not one to be held up by law despite how fixed it would be for an honorable man. Haddock had always been a head strong child; never easily following his father's wishes. Perhaps he was jealous that his father was prouder of the man I had become than him; I do not claim to know his mind. But, as long as I live with the memory of his father, I cannot disgrace him."

Jackson laughed humorlessly. "Even I hadn't pegged him at so low a character; I've been proven wrong. I recall him talking about his inability to forgive at Dreki Vollr, but I never imagined it would be quite as harsh as this."

"Well, I'm afraid it is."

"Perhaps you should just go to the ball in spite of him, or to spite him."

"No. I don't wish to worsen the tension between us. Too much is at stake to do such a thing."

Their conversation was ended as Mr. Overland's sister filed out of the store with Mr. Black on their heels.

"Shall we return home, Jackson?" Emma asked.

"If you so desire."

"I should be leaving," Mr. Fitzherbert said as he stood up and straightened his coat. "I told my friends I'd meet up with them; they're a crowd I'd hate to keep waiting."

"You couldn't escort me back?" Mary asked with a pout.

"I'm afraid not, Miss Mary." With a quick bow, he turned and left.

"Your brother will have to do," Jackson said as he offered her his arm.
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><p><strong>Chapter Nine<strong>

As Jackson sat in the parlor waiting for his sisters to finishing dressing for the ball that night, he thought over Emma's reaction at being told what Mr. Fitzherbert had disclosed to him.

_She pulled her pale green shawl tighter around her slender frame; her fingers clutched at the thin fabric. The dying embers of the fire reflected in her eyes as she milled over the new information._

"_I cannot believe that Mr. Liely would keep such a man in his favor, but I also cannot believe someone with the disposition and appearance of Mr. Fitzherbert would have need or reason to lie," she spoke at last. "Perhaps, they have both been wronged, mistaken in their beliefs. I do not believe that either man lies, but maybe they do not know their own truth."_

Sighing, he adjusted his coat cuffs. He wasn't sure whether or not he agreed with Emma's sentiments. He didn't believe Mr. Fitzherbert would lie or that Mr. Liely would keep such a person in his company. That just left one option. Mr. Haddock was a manipulative bastard. It would not surprise him. He had seen his pride in action; he'd heard from his own lips about his inability to forgive, surely this wasn't too far of a stretch for such a man.

"Pathetic," he muttered to himself. Such a man who showed no shred of decency or care for friends or family did not deserve to participate in society, especially with the high influence Mr. Haddock had.

"I assume you are not speaking to me," a cool voice slithered through the room.

The young Mr. Overland looked up from his cuff to see Mr. Black perched in the doorway. "No. I was speaking to myself."

"Of yourself?" He smirked as he stalked in and crossed the room until he stopped at Jackson's feet. His amber eyes peered over his nose down at him.

His pride flared in his chest as he stood up to face his cousin. He frowned briefly at the fact that he only made it to the gentleman's shoulder. "Don't twist my words," he hissed.

"Why not?" Mr. Black responded, stepping closer so that their chests brushed. "I'm just making your words match the rest of you."

"What are you implying?"

"I believe you know," he said against Jackson's ear before pulling away with a smirk. Straightening his waistcoat, he turned and left the room as the bumbling ruckus of his sisters spilled down the stairs.

Jackson's nails bit into the palm of his hand as he watch the man saunter away and greet Sarah as she stepped into the foyer. His affections had been directed at his sister since Mrs. Overland had informed him the eldest's attachment to Mr. Liely. As he followed his family out of the house and down to the carriage, he caught Mr. Black's elbow.

"Do not think I do not know what you are doing, and I will not let you encroach. I suggest you leave her alone before I tear into you," he growled into the gentleman's ear.

"Oh, Jackson. You wound me. Is your opinion of me truly so low?"

"Yes."

Releasing the inky man, he stepped into the carriage, eager to reach the ball and eager to have the night end.

* * *

><p>As Ms. Overland fell away from his arm to latch onto Mr. Liely's, the young Mr. Overland set off to search the gathering for the one person he wished to speak with. He had nearly made a round of the entire quarters before he spied the young woman in the midst of dancing a reel with one of the gentleman present. Smiling at the joy that painted her face, he stepped aside to the wall and waited for the song to end.<p>

Once the chords fell away, in the lull just before they sparked back to life, he dashed over to Ms. Bennett and snatched her hand. "Next dance?" he asked as he pulled her into the line as the music started.

She laughed as she humored him. "I'll ignore that discourtesy because I'm eager to speak with you. It's been ages!"

He mirrored her laugh as he twirled her and led her down the dance.

"You seem in good spirits, Jack!"

"Oh, Jenny, you do not know me well enough! Can you not tell my true emotions from my spirits?"

"I had always believed you were never a fan of spirits because they resulted in true emotions?" she retorted with a smirk.

"My friend, you've struck the mark."

They parted ways to dance with another for a turn before coming back together.

"Jack, do tell me, what is troubling your mind."

"Mr. Haddock's character has been proven more insufferable than I had ever dreamt to imagine."

"What now?"

"I've recently been privy to the confession of one, Mr. Fitzherbert. He was the godson of the late Haddock and a childhood friend of the gentleman himself. With his father's death, instead of respecting his father's wishes, he ignored the dead man's desires and overlooked Mr. Fitzherbert's promised goods."

"Surely, you cannot believe every word of a man—"

"He gave me no reason to doubt his story," he responded, perhaps a tad harsher than he had intended.

As the dance ended, the two friends stood as a panting pair and clapped in appreciation for the musicians. Jackson offered Ms. Bennett his arm and escorted her away from the crowd gathering for the next dance and over to the refreshments.

"Mr. Overland."

"Yes," he answered promptly as he turned to see who addressed him.

"I was wondering if you would care to join me out on the veranda for a moment. I wish to speak with you," Mr. Haddock said.

"Certainly," he said.

As the gentleman walked away, weaving through the crowd, Jackson fell back into his friend. "I really just agreed, didn't I? Imbecile," he reprimanded.

"Oh, it shouldn't be as bad as you fear. I feel your natures feed quite well of the other. You may even enjoy his conversation if you could put aside everything you've _heard_ and _listen_ to him."

"Do not wish such an evil upon me; to enjoy the company of a man I'm determined to hate. That would be the definition of misfortune."

"Hate can be quite close to another emotion, both are fiery and passionate."

"What?" he asked, jumping at her insinuation. It had to be in his mind; she certainly wasn't speaking of that. She didn't know. No one did. Even if she did, such emotion to such a man would truly make the whole affair a sin.

Jennifer only smiled softly, offering no explanation and pushed him after the vanished figure of Mr. Haddock.

He weaved around the edge of the room until he reached the curtained glass French doors that led outside. The young Mr. Overland raised a finger and pushed aside the fabric. He peered out and spied the tall frame of Mr. Haddock highlighted by the moon and the lamplight. Steeling his nerves, he opened the door and stepped out. The only inclination he had that Mr. Haddock knew he was present was the stiffening of his shoulders as the door shut.

Straightening his waistcoat and running his fingers through his hair, he walked over to the railing. Jackson rested his hands on the cement balustrade and looked out to the gardens below. The dark hedges acted as a foil for the flowers glowing in the moonlight; somewhere in the distance, the trickle of a fountain hummed through the silent night. It would be a rather peaceful sight if it wasn't for the gentleman he stood next to.

The silence between the two extended through an entire minuet. A lively jig had picked up by the time Jackson decided he would speak, "Your friend has thrown quite the dance. It appears as if it will be the talk of the town for some time."

"Yes, idle prattle. The ideal way to get one's news," Mr. Haddock remarked.

However, the young Mr. Overland couldn't be sure whether or not the comment was made in teasing or sour sarcasm, so he held his tongue and waited for the gentleman to take his turn and say something. When after a length of time he failed to do so, he said, "It's your turn to speak. I've made a remark on the dance; perhaps you should talk about the size of the room we just came from or the number of couples it possessed."

"Why would I want to talk about something like that?"

"I don't know. Perhaps you'd care to inform me what you'd like to talk about, seeing as you are the one who wished to speak with me."

"I will say whatever you wish me to say."

"Hmph."

The musicians struck up another minuet in the ballroom through the curtained doors.

"Would you care to dance?"Mr. Haddock said softly.

"Pardon? But I believed you to loathe dancing with anyone you were not closely acquainted with."

"Precisely," he responded turning to the young Mr. Overland and offering his hand.

Jackson scoffed. "Have no young ladies taken your fancy that you must stoop to ask me?"

"Yes, but it isn't stooping," he responded as he snatched the shorter man's hand and pulled him away from the balustrade and led him through the movements of the dance.

"This is rather difficult without any others—and in the wrong position if I may say so," Jackson stumbled out. He couldn't even be sure whether or not he had said anything; the only sound he was privy to was the rushing of blood and the bloody loud beating of his heart.

"Perhaps, but it is safe from curious and prying eyes."

The young Mr. Overland darted his own eyes away from the emeralds that were boring into him.

"Do you often go with your sisters to Burgess?"

"Often enough," he replied before the temptation to jab at the gentleman took over. "When you came upon us the other day, we had just had the delight of making a new acquaintance, a Mr. Fitzherbert. He informed us that you two had once been close."

Mr. Haddock's flinch made the remark worth it. The man deserved to be knocked off his prideful pedestal; truly, he deserved more than that for turning his back on dear friends. But, apart from the physical reaction, the gentleman gave no response on the matter and quickly switched the topic.

"At Dreki Vollr, you possessed an interest in books. What has been your favorite?"

"I am certain that we do not have the same interests; we would talk in circles trying to find a common read and struggle to find a commonly enjoyed one."

A frown creased his lips. The movement pulled Jackson's eyes to the man's face—in particular his lips. We noticed a thin scar etched finely on the right side of his chin; he pondered what event led to the possession of such a mark.

"I regret you feel that way. But, at the very least we can compare our differing opinions," suggested as his palm pressed against the one Jackson offered.

The young man felt his heart hitch at the touch. "I'm afraid my mind does not currently possess the ability to discuss such matters. A ball is hardly the place for such scholarly discussion," he breathed out.

Mr. Haddock grunted. "For a man wishing for me to suggest a topic to speak on, you seem quite apt to deny every attempt I make."

"Hmm."

"What?"

"I am trying to discern your character. There are so many parts of you that are contradicting. You puzzle me greatly."

"Perhaps, like a puzzle, you need just one piece for it all to come together and allow you to see the true and full picture."

The music faded away to be replaced by roaring applause. Mr. Haddock's palm still rested against his; it hovered above his skin, trembling. Each second yielded new patches of skin connected.

"I thank you for the dance," the copper haired gentleman breathed out, "and the conversation. It was a pleasure." Without a word further, he snatched his hand away and walked back into the main room, his pace brisk and his hands firmly clasped behind his back.

It was only after he had left that Jackson registered the cool wind biting at the exposed flesh no longer warmed by Haddock's. "Manipulative bastard," Jackson hissed as he clutched his hand and clasped it behind his back before reentering the ballroom.
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><p><strong>Chapter Ten<strong>

Jackson was still flushed over what had happened at the ball two nights ago. He couldn't shake Mr. Haddock's words and actions; he couldn't reconcile them with what he knew of the man.

"Manipulative bastard," he hissed under his breath for the umpteenth time.

"Dear Jackson, I hope you aren't speaking about me," a smooth voice interrupted his thoughts.

His eyes darted up from the fire place to spy the inky man slinked into the drawing room and lounge across the chaise.

"No, Mr. Black, I wasn't speaking of you," he said. _Thought, you are also one._

"I'm pleased. I know you dislike me, but I am glad your opinion isn't quite _that_ low. However, it does upset me that you have yet to take to me. We are quite alike, you and I. Though, perhaps that is why you reject me so fiercely; it can be difficult to be around people who remind us of ourselves because we so easily see all that we hate about us in them."

The young Mr. Overland grunted as he turned back to the blackened logs. A rustling of clothing caught his attention as the man stood again, pulling himself straight and fully claiming his intimidating height. "The weather is delightfully warm today."

"Your observational powers astound me."

Mr. Black failed to formally acknowledge his comment, but his sharp intake of breath signaled that he had heard it. "The cooler months are almost upon us. I was about to suggest you join me for a turn around the gardens to cherish the last of the sunlight."

Jackson leaned further back into the thin cushion and crossed his arms. "I am quite comfortable here," he assured the man.

"Oh, come now, Jackson. I'm sure you would enjoy the fresh air. Come, walk with me, or would you rather I got your mother involved?"

The young man grumbled as he pushed himself to his feet.

The gentleman smiled. "Shall I wait until you retrieve a coat or shall I meet you out there?"

"It's our gardens; I have no need to be so formal. A shirt and waistcoat will suit me perfectly fine, especially if it is as warm as you say. Coming?" he enquired as walked from the room and into the hall.

Mr. Black followed on his heels out into the foyer and outside into the garden. As the young Mr. Overland stepped onto the dirt path that weaved through the overgrown bushes and bursting flowers, the gentleman stepped up to match pace with him.

"Do not think I am unaware," Mr. Overland stated as he gazed at the butterfly fluttering over the path ahead of them.

"Unaware of what, may I ask?"

"Your motives, your plan, all of it. I know. I am not as naïve as other members in my family. I told you before, you lay one finger on Sarah or any of my sisters—let's just say any of my family—and I will tear you apart limb by limb."

Mr. Black lazily waved a hand. "Yes, yes, I remember quite well. However, I would like to know just what exactly you believe I'm plotting against your family that is so horrible."

"Perhaps to another you're plan isn't unreasonable; to many I assume your desire to wed is quite understandable, and making your first choice one of your cousins so that they will not become destitute because of their debtor father is rather noble. However, such a man as you is not in search of a wife, but in search of a woman to possess. You are corrupted and twisted—"

"We are all creatures of sin, Jackson."

"As a man of the church I'm quite sure have an intimate knowledge of the concept, especially the fact that you are not above such a thing."

"If every man is a man of sin, and you will not accept me as a suitable companion for one of your sister's because _I_ am a man of sin, pray tell me what man will be good enough for your sisters? I wish you luck in the endeavor of finding a sinless man."

Jackson paused in his steps and turned to face the gentleman who had also stopped. "I do not judge a man for sinning alone; it is you that I dislike."

"What have I ever done to bring such a harsh judgment upon myself?"

The brown haired man faltered. He didn't have a reason. At least, he failed to bring up a concrete reason as to why he disliked the gentleman standing before him. It was just something in his manner, something that rubbed against his skin and splintered.

Mr. Black smirked. "I see. Now, Jackson, I hope that you have seen the error of—"

"I may lack a sufficient reason but that does not change my mind. Once Mother pushed away the impossibility of you having Emma, you latched onto Sarah. Well let me tell you, you are not to lay one finger on her," he hissed, jabbing his finger into the man's chest. "You are not to look at her. I will not let such a twisted man steal her and warp her."

"Oh, Jackson, you're just as twisted as me." The gentleman snatched the young man's hand and held it tightly against him.

Mr. Overland froze at the forwardness and intimacy of the action.

"You know, I never truly cared for either of your sisters in particular," Mr. Black said. "They are just a bit less of a nuisance to explain. You, however, are something truly special. Think of what it would be like for us together, Jackson. We'd no longer have to be alone. Having someone else, who understands what it's like to feel alone, rejected, different, a monster, an underserving human so low you wonder how anyone can bear the sight of you. Someone else who knows just how truly a man of sin you are."

Jackson shivered at the gentleman's words. "I assure you that I have no—"

"Come now, don't waste my time," he breathed as he stooped forward until his lips ghosted against the young man's.

"You're the only one who wasted it," he growled as he attempted to shove the man away from him, but long fingers dug into his arms and held him in place. He struggled, pushing and pulling against the hard contours of the gentleman's body.

"Do not resist me, Jackson. You don't want to lose my favor."

"I never wanted it!"

He stumbled backwards and tried to right himself.

"Very well, then," Mr. Black snarled before composing himself. He straightened his waistcoat and fastidiously brushed off his coat and hands as if removing something unpleasant. "I am not the person to make an enemy of. You do not wish me to be kind to your family? Very well. Very well. You no longer have my favor. I hope you are pleased with yourself."

The gentleman stalked away, leaving a very flustered Jackson behind him.
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><p><strong>Chapter Eleven<strong>

The next day Mr. Black was no where to be found. Jackson didn't consider it a great loss, but his mother was in a flurry of worry over the implications of such an abrasive treatment.

"Jackson," she snapped. "What did you say to him?"

"Mother?"

"You were the last to speak to him alone. What did you say? You've always had a mouth on you. Even when you were little, you were talking the moment you popped out from the womb; I knew at that very moment that that mouth of yours would get this family into trouble," she ranted, completely forgetting her original question. The topic as a whole was further forgotten when a servant came in with a letter from Dreki Vollr and handed it to Ms. Overland.

"Well, Emma," her mother urged. "Open it!"

Her daughter did as she was told as Mrs. Overland continued her spiel. "Perhaps Mr. Liely writes to thank you for gracing his ball with your presence. Or, he invites you to dine with him and his cousins. His cousins…"

Jackson tuned out his mother as he focused on his sister's face. Her eyes widened as she read further, a small crease forming between her eyebrows as she focused intently on a few select passages. After finishing, she folded it carefully and placed it aside. A smile plastered itself across her face as she tried to jump in on their mother's current energized sprawl.

The young man's fingers fiddled with a loose thread. He was impatient for a spare moment to pull Emma aside and find out what had been in the letter, especially if it had rattled her so much. It took Mary rushing in with Sarah on her heels to distract Mother. As the three—well, two—gabbed about heading to town, he turned to his sister.

"Emma," he whispered.

She turned to face him, arching an eyebrow in question.

"What was in the letter?"

She pursed her lips. "It's from Abigail Vickson," she said softly. "She wanted inform me that because of unforeseen troubles—where they were she _preferred not to specify_—the entire party had to leave. She regretted that they were unable to give a personal farewell, but things urged Mr. Liely to immediately leave; they will be following behind him tomorrow morning."

Emma paused and took a deep breath. "However, she says that she will miss my company and entreats me to write often and keep in contact; otherwise, I'd be compromising her sanity if she had to only count on her sister for company. They do not intend on returning this winter."

The young Mr. Overland _hmph_ed and crossed his arms.

"Jackson."

"Hmm."

"Do you think much will change during that time?"

"Perhaps, people are fickle that way," he said without thinking. It wasn't until he saw the frown tug at the corner of her mouth that he realized what she was asking. "But, Mr. Liely strikes me as a steadfast man."

"But if he doesn't return, surely his affections may change."

"I don't know, Emma. I am not has hopeful as you, yet I also refuse to believe he would be such a callous man."

"Maybe," she whispered before dashing thoughts of the letter aside to reprimand her mother for mulling over allowing the younger girls to go to Burgess on their own.

* * *

><p>The inky gentleman had returned some time ago, and Emma had walked with Mary and Sarah to Burgess. The young Mr. Overland was in no mood to deal with either his mother or Mr. Black, so he pulled on his coat, snatched his top hat and decided to pay a visit to Ms. Bennett.<p>

Strong rays of sunlight struggled to rip through his clothes and decimate his skin, but their attempts were thwarted by the cool air of late summer. Soon autumn would dawn and close behind it would be winter. Jackson smiled. That was his favorite time of the year. He tipped his hat further down until his eyes were cast in the shadow of its brim. Glancing up the roadway, he spied a solitary figure walking towards him, parasol in hand to hide her slim figure from the sunlight. Squinting at the wavering figure, he recognized the shape. He waited until she saw him as well and gave him a small wave in recognition.

"Jenny!" he cried out, waving a hand over his head and picked up his pace to meet her. He came to a halt by her side and offered her his arm. She latched onto it and allowed him to escort her.

"I was just coming to see you," he said.

"And I you. I have something to tell you," she said, her voice softer than he had ever heard it. But, he brushed it off.

"I, too. Emma received a letter this morning. Guess from whom."

"Hmm?"

"Ms. Abigail Vickson. Apparently Mr. Liely had to leave town and the others of his party are soon to follow him. It is unlikely that they will return this winter."

"That is all too surprising, Jack. Mr. Liely is an influential man. I'm sure he must be very busy. There are some things you cannot fix from home."

"Hmph. Perhaps. But, I am convinced that he left through some interference on his party's part."

"For what reason?"

"For all they flatter themselves and Emma, they don't truly care for her. That much could be discerned while she lay sick in their house."

"Wasn't it only a small cold, though, Jack?"

"That does not dismiss how little they cared for her health. They only one who showed the slightest worry was Mr. Liely."

"What are you trying to say?"

"I don't think that they approve of his relationship with my sister. It wouldn't surprise me if they managed to pry him away from her."

"All of them? Even Mr. Haddock? I believed you two were getting along quite well in recent times," she responded with a smirk, pinching his arm.

Jackson huffed. "He was tolerant for a moment; a rather strange occurrence it was. But, to answer your question, he does appear to be one aware and focused on class; it seems entirely possible that he would have an influence on that matter. Mr. Liely does seem highly appreciative and receptive of his opinions."

"I don't know. Perhaps this is all some misunderstanding."

"I highly doubt it. I've told you before, Jackson, you need to listen and stop making snap decisions about everyone and then conforming every action of theirs to fit it. You're too stubborn for your own good."

The young Mr. Overland cleared his throat. "That is enough of me. You had news as well. Come, tell me what it is."

Jennifer took a shaky breath as she pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "I'm engaged."

"What?" he spluttered. "To whom?"

"Your cousin," she whispered.

"Jennifer!" he shouted, turning on her and grasping her arms. "What are you thinking? You cannot marry that man!"

"What other choice do I have, Jackson!" she hollered in reply before composing herself. "None, that's the other choice's I have. I'm not growing younger; I'm growing older. I cannot afford to be a burden on my family for much longer; I do not have the luxury to deny him."

"Do you know anything about him, Jenny? Do you know that he—"

"Jack, I don't know, and I can't care. I may not be his desired pick; I may not be his first choice, but I cannot refuse his offer. It is not likely I will find another willing to take my hand any time soon."

"Jenny."

"No, Jackson. Come, tell me, what other men have shown the slightest interest in me?"

The young Mr. Overland's eyes darted to the ground.

"You see? I cannot wait forever. I know that no man will attempt to know me with you around, and I certainly cannot rely on you to ask me," she explained with a small smile.

Jackson sighed as her words sunk in. His thumbs stroked her arms before he stood up and took her arm again. "Well," he said, "We are close to the house. Perhaps we should stop by and allow you to say hello to your fiancé and make the announcement to my family?"

"As long as you're right there."

"Of course I will be."
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><p><strong>Chapter Twelve<strong>

The young man rubbed a hand across his face, pulling and massaging the weary skin. A wheel hit a dip in the road and jolted him; his head smacked into the glass pane of the carriage. He groaned, the sound quickly turning into a yawn. He hated travelling: the carriages, the early mornings; it was all demmed uncomfortable. But, he was going to visit Jenny which made the journey bearable.

With a sigh, he adjusted the coattails underneath him and crossed his arms over his chest. It had been almost a month since Jennifer had been married to that inky bastard. Almost two months since it had started to feel like he was losing control of everything going on in his life. Try to protect his sisters, his best friend gets hurt. His eldest sister falls in love with a man appearing to be every bit as entranced with her as she was with him only to have him pushed away from her by his dear family—quite possibly his friend, too. Jackson would rather not think about that man in particular. He was the worst part of this whole situation—an absolute, bloody bastard and he liked to act as if he wasn't.

Mr. Overland rattled his lips. He raised a hand and pushed pack the curtain with a few fingers. Sunlight filtered in through the exposed glass. Verdant hills rolled out in the distance away from the road he was on. Tilting his head, he strained to see ahead of the carriage. Off a ways he spied what could possibly be a white manor; it looked too big to belong to the Blacks. Perhaps it was the house of that Mrs. Gooding Mr. Black could never seem to have enough praise for.

The driver whistled and a quick whip was heard before the horses led the carriages down a small lane off to the left that he hadn't seen before. At the very end of the narrow road sat a modest house; ivy clung to the white exterior that was surrounded by a near impenetrable wall of hedges and flowers. As the carriage pulled to a stop in front of it, Jackson spied a woman bent over the garden snipping the colorful blooms and laying them in a basket at her knees. She turned to look up, her hand blocking the sun's rays. A smile stretched across her face as she ripped off her gloves and tossed them into the basket along with her pruning shears.

The young man opened the carriage door—nearly smacking the driver—and jumped out. Jennifer stood and walked over to him and grasped his hands. "Jackson, it's so good to see you. I've missed you."

"And, I you. We have much to catch up on. How is married life treating you?"

"As well as it'll treat any woman. You must come inside out of this sun; you're pale skin could never take too much."

"Sir, your bags," the driver stated as he set Mr. Overland's bag on the ground.

"Ah, thank you. If you leave now, you should make it back before dusk."

"Yes, sir. Enjoy your visit." Without another word, he climbed back onto his seat, clicked his tongue and was off.

Just he disappeared from view, a black mare raced down the road until she cantered to a stop in front of the house—an inky man perched on her back.

"Ah, Mr. Overland. I see you made it safely," he greeted as he swung his leg from the stirrup and dropped off his horse. He went to work slowly pulling off his riding gloves. "It's a pleasure to see you again," he said with a smirk.

"As always," Jackson pushed out through gritted teeth.

Mr. Black rested his hand on his shoulder as he stooped to grab his bag. "My wife has been most eager for you to visit, and I must say I second her sentiments," he said, leading him into the house. "Coming, dear?" he asked over his shoulder.

"Yes, sir."

"I wish to hear how my cousins are faring, but I have work to attend to before this evening."

The gentleman placed the bag in the hall and handed his gloves off to Mrs. Black. "Mrs. Gooding was gracious enough to invite us to dine with her this evening; her nephews are visiting and she wishes to introduce us," he said with a small smirk.

"Of course."

"You should wear the cream dress, dear; it covers you wonderfully. Mr. Overland, I hope you brought a nice suit. The carriage will be read at five. You two have until then to catch up and do what you will. Just leave time to change. Oh, dear, perhaps you could make a nice bouquet from the flowers you cut today; they did come from the bulbs Mrs. Gooding gifted to us after all." And, with that, he turned to leave so quickly that Jackson doubted he had heard Jennifer's meek, "Yes, sir."

Once the door to his study shut, the young woman turned to him with a wide smile as she stashed her husband's gloves away. "I shall take care of that later."

Her eyes drifted to the small clock on the hall table. "We have a good two hours to ourselves before we have to worry about such things," she said as she led him into the sitting room. With a small sigh, she relaxed into a stiff chair by the empty fireplace before sitting up.

"It certainly is warm for this time of year," Jackson said as he sat down on the couch.

"Hmm, I suppose. It's better from yesterday; I feared it was going to snow. The weather here is quite drastic. Enough of the weather, I have a month of gossip to catch up on now that we have a moment alone."

"How scandalous. Jennifer, you are a married woman now," he teased.

"It's Mrs. Black to you," she smirked playfully. "And that's what makes it fun."

He chuckled.

"Anyways, tell me, how is everyone doing?"

"Where should I start? Emma's left for Corona."

"Why?"

"Father's sister came for a visit a few days after the wedding, and after learning of the situation in its entirety, she decided that Emma could do with some time away from the house. So, she left a week before I did with her and her husband, Mr. Clause."

"I hope she's able to relax and enjoy herself; we both know how shaken she was after Mr. Liely left so quickly. He left several unanswered questions; perhaps this will allow her to accept that she might not get answers."

"Yes. I wish the same; I just fear that she may run into him."

"Hmm?"

"Emma received a letter shortly before she left from Ms. Vickson detailing that they had made it safely to Corona and were easing back into the busy city life which is _quite different from the lull and drone of the country_. She wrote back explaining that she would be in Corona in a few days and that she may be able to visit; any more than that I do not know."

"What of Sarah and Mary?"

"Mary has been bored out of her mind since the most recent batch of soldiers left. She tried to convince Aunt that she should come along, too, and visit the camp just outside the city. Thankfully, that idea was quickly dismissed in the charming, though less-than-soft, way that only she can produce."

Jennifer laughed.

"And Sarah, well, she's the sweet girl she's always been, following Mary around day in and day out—partly out of admiration, partly out of worry," Jackson said.

He paused for a moment before saying, "In all honesty, I'm surprised your husband accepted me here."

Mrs. Black's smile dropped slightly before she clasped her hands on her lap and said, "He knows we are close. He said that after snatching me away so quickly, I deserved to have a bit of what I left behind."

"You see, Mr. Overland. I am the most caring husband," the man in question said from where he leaned against the doorframe. He caught Jackson's eye, and the young man didn't appreciate the fire he saw flickering behind the amber irises.

"Yes, it does appear so."

"Such a shame wouldn't you say?"

"Hardly. My friend has been given a suitable life; I have no complaints."

Mr. Black's lips pursed together. "Dear, shouldn't you be arranging the bouquet? It will take some time to make a presentable one, and you will still have to dress after."

"Yes, you're right," Mrs. Black said as she excused herself from the room.

"And you, Mr. Overland, perhaps unpacking your bag would be wise. It would allow you to settle into your room before leaving; you'll be much too tired after dinner. Also, be sure to find your best suit; I have a feeling you're going to need," he finished with a self-satisfied smirk.

* * *

><p>As Jackson entered the sitting room of Mrs. Gooding's manor and met a familiar pair of green eyes, everything clicked into place. He could feel the smug smirk of Mr. Black on his back.<p>

"Mr. Overland." He said it in such surprise and wonder it sounded like a question.

"Mr. Haddock," he greeted stiffly.


	13. Chapter 13

**A/N: Woo! Another chapter! Things are fun now, not the previous transition time. Thank you for all the support! I hope you enjoy! Please review.**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Thirteen<strong>

"Do you two know each other?"

Jackson pulled his eyes away from the green to look at the woman who had just spoken. She leaned back in her cushioned chair, still managing to look regal despite the slouched position. Steel eyes glared out over high cheeks. Her skin tied taunt over her face; her ebony curls collected loosely on top of her head. She had her fingers draped under her chin as she stared at him thoughtfully.

_Mrs. Gooding_, he presumed.

He was proven correct as Mr. Black stepped out in front of him and said, "Madame, allow me to present to you my cousin."

"Yes, Mr. Overland I take it," she snipped, waving her hand flippantly at the inky man. "He has yet to answer my question. I am waiting."

"Yes, Aunt," Mr. Haddock spoke up as he sat down on the couch near a young woman unknown to Jackson.

"I was not speaking to you."

"You didn't address either of us specifically," he responded.

She huffed at his impetuousness.

Mrs. Black acted as peacekeeper as she swooped in to present her bouquet to the proud woman. "A gift, Madame. They are the flowers from those bulbs you gave use—well, Mr. Black this past spring. They grew quite beautiful. Your advice on how to deal with the worms worked quite splendidly. It's only right for you to enjoy them as well before the cold finally takes them."

The woman took the flowers, her fingers smoothing a few of the petals. "Yes, of course it did. I know a bit about flowers. Never underestimate my knowledge. Rose, dear, find a vase for these," she said handing them off to the young woman."

"Yes, Mama," she said as she stood and took the flowers and breathed in their scent.

"Rose, don't smell the flowers; you know how they aggravate your allergies."

"Yes, Mama."

Jackson watched as she turned away to fulfill her mother's wish. She was handsome enough. Her nose was a prominent feature, quickly followed by her wild blonde hair that appeared to be strangled into the tight braided bun. She had her mother's eyes, but they weren't as harsh.

"Where are my manners," Mrs. Gooding said. "Mrs. Black, this is my dear nephew Mr. Haddock."

"Yes, Madame, I met him several months ago."

"Oh?"

"Yes. It's charming to see you again, Mrs. Black. I congratulate you on your recent marriage," the gentleman in question said quickly.

"Yes, thank you," she responded.

"Hm. Well, do not tell me you already know Colonel Ingerman, my other nephew."

Jackson raised his eyebrows as he turned to look at the soldier he had failed to notice before—he never did have the eye for a red coat as Mary did. A fine tailored suit— His throat closed briefly before he pulled his mind from that train of thought. Instead, he chose to focus on the surprisingly baby faced man in front of him. Perhaps it was only because of his filled out body; either way, his face looked strange on top of the uniform underneath the mop of straw-like hair.

The Colonel bowed. "A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Black."

"Same to you, Colonel Ingerman."

"And Mr. Overland," Madame Gooding cut in, taking charge of the conversation again as her daughter walked back into the room and placed the recently vased flowers on a small table. "This is my daughter, Ms. Rose Gooding."

"Pleasure, Mr. Overland," she said, seeming tired of his name but quickly perked up. "You knew of my cousin when he—"

"Rose, dear, do not ask bothersome questions. Speak only when it will contribute to conversation. No need to appear too forward," her mother reprimanded her. "Think of how that would reflect back on me."

"Sorry, Mama," the young woman said as she returned to her seat next to Mr. Haddock.

As the Blacks sat down together on a couch and Colonel Ingerman retreated back to his chair, Jackson took the only chair left in the spacious sitting room.

_For such a large area to converse, there's hardly any place where it's comfortable to do so, especially with a large party_, he thought as he looked around. _Though, large parties might be uncommon. With her personality that wouldn't seem so surprising. _

"So tell me, Mr. Overland, about your sisters." Mrs. Gooding's question pulled him from his thoughts.

He blinked to focus on the multiple pairs of eyes that were now directed at him. The young Mr. Overland darted his eyes away the steadfast green before speaking. "Well, Madame, Emma is currently in Corona with our aunt and uncle for some time away from the house. Sarah and Mary are—"

"Mary is the youngest?"

"Yes."

"Wasn't she at the ball your friend held just before he left?" she questioned her nephew.

"Yes."

She turned back to Jackson, her eyes flashing. "You mean to tell me that the youngest is out before the eldest is married?"

"Yes, but—"

"Inexcusable. In my day such a thing would not be tolerated. It still should not be so. But, let us move on. What do you intend to do? What are your fields of interest?"

"I have none as of now. I enjoy getting laughs, but I have no plans for my future. I prefer going wherever the wind takes me. "

Her sharp eyes darted to Mr. Black. "I am pleased then that you did not marry one of the Overland girls. For if they are all like their brother, I fear for the future of that family. I am glad I have no relation to it. Dear Jennifer, how about some music? I would ask my dear Rose to play, but I fear she is too sickly."

"Mother, I'm perfectly fine," her daughter muttered under her breath, crossing her arms and slouching into her seat.

"Speak up," the Madame hissed. "You know how I feel about the mumbling and sit tall. Honestly, I have taught you better."

"I'm afraid, Mrs. Gooding, that I am unable to play decently. Jack—Mr. Overland, however, is quite accomplished in that field," Mrs. Black cut in.

Steel eyes flashed towards the young man. "You play? How unbecoming of a gentleman. Surely you jest? It is a woman's talent not a man's."

Mr. Overland swallowed his anger and replied evenly, "I find it a great deal of fun. It amuses others, and I never tire of the look of surprise on the faces of old ladies when they hear of my talent."

The older woman spluttered. "What?" she scoffed. "Do you sing as well?"

"If you so desire my voice, I'd hate to deny you the pleasure," he replied cordially with a smirk.

She huffed. "Piano alone will do quite well; I have had more than enough of your voice."

"Very well, Madame."

The young Mr. Overland stood, straightening his waist coat as he made his way to the piano at the corner of the room. Flipping his coattails out behind him, he sat down at the bench and picked up the music book. His eyes grazed over the titles until he found one he recognized. Jackson placed the book on the stand and set his fingers on the keys.

As the music rolled out from the instrument at his finger's insistence, the chatter rose up again in the sitting room. He quickly approached the last bar of the sheet and prepared himself to reach up and flip the page as he memorized the final measure; however, a body leaned over his shoulder as fingers pinched the corner of the page. A soft, "I've got it," fell on his ear.

Jackson gave a brief nod and Mr. Haddock turned the page, allowing him to continue playing seamlessly. The gentleman stood straight and stepped to the side of the piano; his green eyes flickering between the player and the music. He always managed to watch him completely, somehow knowing when the page needed to be turned and only then looking away to do so before his eyes were back on his face.

The player gritted his teeth and played on, focusing on the notes and his fingers and not the eyes staring so intently. He was so focused on play that he missed Mrs. Gooding attempting to speak to him.

"Sorry, Madame," he apologized as he halted his playing. "I had believed you wished me to play; you were curious how a man could possess such a talent."

"Clearly it is not a well groomed talent, seeing as you can hardly play and participate in conversation."

"I had been under the impression you were tired of my voice. Wouldn't conversation only perpetuate the agony that you were so desperate to avoid?"

"Hm." Her piercing eyes shot to Mr. Black. "Yes, I am quite glad you didn't settle for an Overland; far too mouthy for my tastes. Jennifer, though, is perfect: sweetly obedient. You chose wisely."

"I would not have been able to make such a wise choice if Mr. Overland had not allowed me to see reason over—well, my personal preference."

"I suppose he has been useful."

"Pardon me, Madame, but is this conversation solely about me or am I expected to contribute? If the former, it would please me to keep playing."

She waved a jeweled hand in dismissal as she turned to tell Mrs. Black of the recent hair treatments that had made their way over from the Orientals.

Shaking his head, Jackson turned back to face the piano. The music book was gone and in Mr. Haddock's hand as he searched the pages. After a moment, he smoothed the fine parchment and set it back on the stand.

"Perhaps this song?" he suggested.

"Quite a positive outlook on love, wouldn't you say?" Jackson asked with an arched brow. He reached forward and shifted the pages until he settled on another song. "I feel this is a more accurate portrayal of such a thing."

"'O Waly, Waly*'?" he questioned. "A rather dreary outlook, wouldn't you say?" he countered. "Do you truly feel like that towards such affections?"

"I have been given no reason to assume another is true," Mr. Overland replied.

"What are you two speaking of?" Mrs. Gooding cut in. "I thought I would be receiving some gentle music and instead my ears are assaulted with idle chatter behind my back. What are you saying? Come, tell your aunt."

"We were only debating our personal music preference," Mr. Haddock said. "I apologize for the intrusion."

"Hm. Yes. Now, come over here, dear. It's been too long; I wish to speak with you."

The gentleman opened his mouth to protest, but she raised her hand. "I'm sure Mr. Overland can turn the pages himself, can you not? He does have such a special talent."

"Yes, Madame," he answered.

"Good."

A servant stepped through the doors and stopped at her arm. He leaned down and whispered in her ear.

"Hm. Well, it appears as if dinner is ready. I fear we will not be able to further enjoy your talent, Mr. Overland."

* * *

><p>*'O Waly, Waly' is what the song would have been titled in the odd approximated late 18th century that I set this story in. Nowadays, it's commonly known as 'The Water is Wide'. It's one of my favorite folks songs, closely followed by Scarborough Fair and Early One Morning (I debated on using both but I decided going with this one). They are several versions of this song; I suggest listening to one, or two, or several. Haley Westenra has my favorite version—that one entitled 'The Water is Wide'. If you go the 'O Waly, Waly' route Nana Mouskouri has a nice version as well. I'd also suggest her version of 'Early One Morning'. Any Buffy fans reading this will recognize it as Spike's trigger song in Season 7. And while I'm at it, for 'Scarborough Fair' check out the Simon &amp; Garfunkel and Celtic Woman versions.<p>

Also, the piano isn't technically what he would be playing. It would be the piano forte or fortepiano, whichever way you prefer. I just figured it'd be easier to use plain 'ol "piano".

This has been a long note, so I'll stop now.
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**A/N: Hey, everyone! Here's the next chapter. Just to clarify, I'm pretty sure everyone knows that Mrs. Gooding is Gothel, but Rose isn't Rapunzel. I struggled with deciding whether or not she should be while considering that Flynn Rider is Mr. Wickham. I decided that I wanted her more in the role of Darcy's (Haddock's) sister than I did with wanting to keep her as Gothel's daughter. However, Gothel does definitely force herself into the motherly role for Rapunzel's character but that won't be seen until later. Anyways, Rose is Ruffnut. A bit odd, yeah, but eh. I had to make a decision. **

**Sorry this is a bit on the shorter side. Hopefully, I can push myself to make the next one longer.**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fourteen<strong>

The dining table was quite intimate; more so than Jackson would have believed possible for such a large room. Delicate lace graced the dark wood; ornate flower pieces stood proudly down the center of the table, and each carefully placed plate was etched with intricate swirls of a rich blue. His fingers traced over the gentle patterns as he hovered above his seat.

"Exquisite, aren't they, Mr. Overland? I highly doubt you've seen such porcelain in your life—if you have ever seen porcelain. I had these made especially for my table; they cost me quite a pretty penny, but for such beautiful tableware a bit of silver hardly goes noticed."

"I would be afraid to eat on them," he responded, looking towards the head of the table where Mrs. Gooding lounged.

"Yes, I'm sure you would. A few of these and your father would be able to pay off his debt to Mr. Black. But, no worries there, I know the inventory of my house well." Her voice was straight and chill. Finally, she turned away to him to reprimand her daughter for a small, trivial detail.

Jackson resisted the frown that threatened to pull down the corner of his lips as he sat at the end of the row on the left side. Mrs. Black sat down across from him next to her husband. The colonel took the seat next to him, leaving the chair to Mrs. Gooding's right to Mr. Haddock and the left to her daughter.

"Don't worry," the Colonel said in a hushed voice as he leaned over. "My aunt can be a bit crass."

"I see. Just don't tell me that if I get closer to her she will soften that rough exterior."

"Ah, no. If anything, it gets worse the closer she is to you."

The servants came out and placed the opening course in front of him. Reaching for his napkin, Jackson gave it a gentle shake open and laid it across his lap.

"I assume that's how it is with Mr. Haddock as well," he muttered.

His eyes glanced over to the copper haired gentleman to ensure he hadn't heard. The gentleman's attention was snagged by his prattling aunt and gave no indication of having heard the words that had poured from the young Mr. Overland's mouth.

"I would not say that," the colonel said.

Jackson arched an eyebrow in request for him to continue as he put a piece of lettuce in his mouth.

"He is quite a brilliant man. Had he not needed to take over for his father after his death and keep an eye on the upbringing of his sister, he would have proved to be a most brilliant inventor," he supplied, keeping his voice quiet and out of ear shot of said man you sat just across the table.

"Do you really hold him in such high esteem?"

"Of course I do. He's quite the forward thinker, creative too in his own right. But, I believe politics will suit him—he's a natural negotiator. However, I do fear his people skills are in want of improvement. He is not well adjusted to greeting new acquaintances. "

Jack let out a sharp laugh of agreement. "You have just won the award for understatement of the century."

"Oh, my cousin isn't that bad. True, he is either too shy or too sarcastic with new acquaintances, but once you get to know him, he's quite a pleasant fellow. Unlike our aunt."

"I hope you take no offense when I say that I find that difficult to believe."

"And I hope you will not continue to be so harsh on him. He is a good man. He had to grow up faster than anyone should be asked to. He has been through much and it has toughened his skin. I remember when we were boys—barely knee-high—he would always drag me out to the woods surrounding Berk with a wooden sword in his hands proclaiming that we were off to slay the dragon that inhabited the trees."

A weary smile tugged at the Colonel's face. "He was so full of passion and enthusiasm. The passion is still there but I'm afraid the enthusiasm has left. That is why I'm glad he has found a friend in Mr. Liely. The gentleman allows him to be with people again, to learn to trust and have fun again."

"That I can believe," Jackson offered. "I have met Mr. Leily, and he is a pleasant man, quite different from your cousin."

The soldier nodded and held up a finger. "Another thing that you cannot claim that Mr. Haddock does not have is loyalty. I've never seen a more loyal man in my journeys. In fact, he recently informed me that he saved his friend from a dangerous relationship—and just in the nick of time!"

The brown haired man felt his stomach sink as his jaw clenched. "Did—did he offer anything else in explanation? Why did he claim the relationship to be dangerous?"

Colonel Ingerman leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, "Apparently he was in love with a woman who did not return his feelings. She was of a lower status, and he was convinced that all signs pointed to a marriage on her part that would…improve her standings. He couldn't risk his friend's heart to be broken over that discovery, especially if it were to happen after anything permanent had taken place. That is what I call loyalty!" he exclaimed.

Jackson set his fork down; his appetite gone. "Yes, quite the show of loyalty," he responded quietly.

He had had his suspicions, but now they had been proven true; Mr. Haddock had taken an active role in dragging Mr. Liely away from his sister. Somehow, knowing for certain made it worse. He had blamed the man, but there was always the small possibility that he hadn't. Everything the gentleman had ever done or said was no longer moot. If Jackson had been confused on the topic of Mr. Haddock before, he certainly wasn't now. The man was horrid, a manipulative bastard and that wasn't going to change.

Green eyes flickered to meet his; his turned to stone as he glared at the gentleman for a moment before turning away. Jennifer met his gaze imploringly. He only shook his head. Perhaps he would tell her later.

His dark thoughts were distracted by the removal of the second course that had come during Colonel Ingramen's speech, and the appearance of the main course. Picking up his fork, he attempted to eat the fish on his plate. He pictured Mr. Haddock's face and jabbed at the meat; he took a bite and chewed it fiercely.

A loud sound ripped through the dining room that Jackson had never heard in such a setting before. He turned to Ms. Rose Gooding with an arched eyebrow. A small smile pulled at her lips as if the noise that had spilled from her mouth had been humorous before she placed a hand over it.

"I apologize," she said, but he could see the lack of apology in her eye.

He rather pitied her the more he thought about it; she seemed so different from her mother. He was convinced that she and Mary would get along quite well. Both were constrained free spirits with good hearts; they just didn't know how to act properly and failed to see the reasoning to do so.

After dinner was finished, Jackson contented himself with curling in the corner on a chair and listened to the babbling conversation until the Blacks deemed it timed to leave.


	15. Chapter 15

**Woohoo! I'm so excited this scene finally happened. It's one of my favorite parts in the book. I think that actually might be why it was so painful to write a Hiccup-esque version of Darcy's lines because I am so devoted to them. *sigh* I hope I did this scene justice. Let me know if you enjoy it!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Fifteen<strong>

The past fortnight had Jackson's mind in a whirlwind. He wasn't sure exactly what he was supposed to be thinking; the more time he found himself at Mrs. Gooding speaking with Colonel Ingerman, they more lost he felt.

"I do not know what to think of the man," he complained one early afternoon to Jennifer.

"Which one?" she questioned, not looking up from her needlepoint.

He opened his mouth to answer, but found that he couldn't. Which one was he focused more on? Both, perhaps, equally but in different contexts, or maybe the same context. He growled and slumped into his seat before he got a grip on himself and sat up.

The young woman had set aside her work, her now idle hands clasped on her lap as she patiently waited for his answer. When he gave none, she spoke up. "I've told you before, Jack, what you've heard and what you have been told are different. Misunderstanding stems from the former and can create riffs and fallacies."

"But the Colonel told me all about it! That damn bastard ripped Mr. Liely away from my sister. If anyone is influenced by fallacies, it is him," he hissed.

Jennifer's widening eyes brought his words back to him.

"I apologize for my language," he amended.

She sighed and shook her head which he took as forgiveness. "Perhaps, but you may also not have everything. You may also still be acting under your own fallacy. You can never know everything about one person from anyone else but themselves."

The young Mr. Overland had always been surprised at his friend's simplicity and understanding. She reminded him a lot of Emma, only more cynical and realistic but every bit as gentle and caring and wise. But, in this instance, he was firmly convinced that she was mistaken when it came to him. He had received all the information he needed; Mr. Haddock was a man who had torn asunder too many people's happiness because of _his fallacies_ without so much as batting an eye or a look of remorse, and he informed Mrs. Black of this is no less words.

When he had finished, Jennifer had her needlepoint in her hands again. "I have heard enough about Mr. Haddock for now to last me a lifetime; however, I'm sure it will only be a few hours at most until I'm shackled again with information on him. Until that time, how about you speak of the Colonel now? You two seem to be getting along quite well."

"Yes, I suppose. He is an open man, easy to befriend. Unlike his cousin."

Jennifer gave a frustrated sigh.

"I apologize. But, that is all. He is not the right kind of man for me."

"Jack, perhaps it's time to accept the fact that the right man for you will never come along," she whispered, her brows furrowed—whether that was directed at him, the topic of discussion or her work, Jackson was unsure. "Or, perhaps he will and society will dictate he can be no more than a friend to you. It's time to prepare yourself for that reality however much you dislike it."

"Are you suggesting I settle down with a nice young woman?"

"Either that or content yourself with a bachelor's life. The most you will ever be to any man is a lover for the darkest part of the night, and I know that is neither what you want nor what you will accept. You love too fiercely for that. I do not want to see you hurt. "

"Can I not hope?"

"You can, but know the realistic outcome," she implored. "I do not wish to see you lonely, staring off fondly as you dream of the life you would rather have."

Mr. Overland was tiring of the seriousness of the conversation; he forced a smile across his face. "And who would you advise to take on such a dangerous mission? You know the territory but are unfortunately indisposed."

She chuckled. "I am sure Sophia would volunteer; she was always smitten with you."

"'Was'?"

"I informed her a few years ago that such a pursuit would more than likely prove futile."

Jackson's fit of laughter still had a firm hold of him when Mr. Black entered the sitting room.

"Mrs. Gooding has invited us to dine with her tonight," he announced.

Mrs. Black let out a small sigh. "She certainly has taken to hosting us more often this past fortnight then previously."

"I believe Mr. Overland intrigues her; she wishes to keep an eye on him."

His words seemed light and affectionate, but Jackson could make out the darker layer that stretched out below the surface. He wondered what he had down to earn himself such a tentative acceptance from the woman, always fearing that she would toss him from the window without a moment's notice. The young man was convinced that Mr. Black had to have spoken with her; maybe he had said something on the topic of him and Mr. Haddock. But, who would believe there was anything besides the most reluctant familiarity between them? Here he felt like every movement, glance and word he said was scrutinized by the pair. He couldn't sit through that again. He also couldn't sit through another meal with him again either; the man made his blood boil.

"Well, I will have to deny her the pleasure this evening," he said. "I fear I am not feeling my best; I will have to decline her gracious offer with the sincerest apologies."

"Your laughter when I came in would say otherwise." Mr. Black stared at him; his eyes cold as they looked down over his hawkish nose.

"It was to hide the pain; your conjecture convinces me I have been successful. Besides, I leave the day after tomorrow, and I have yet to pack my bag. I feel like changing myself, becoming a new man, and I start by not procrastinating."

Jennifer's look was all reprimanding as her husband huffed.

* * *

><p>The house was quiet after the couple had left. Jackson was enjoying the peace as he tried to clear his mind as he focused on the words on the page in front of him. He was saddened that he had to leave. Of course, untrue to his word, he had yet to touch his clothes and had no intention of packing this afternoon. That would leave him too much time with his thoughts. No, he needed to distract himself, to forget the pounding and aching that gripped his body and mind.<p>

The door bell pulled him from his thoughts. He set his book down on the small table next to him.

_Who would that be?_ Everyone here he knew would be at Mrs. Gooding's. _It could just be a messenger_, he concluded. _No reason to expect anyone. _

That conclusion left him the moment Mr. Haddock walked into the room. His hat was grasped firmly in his hands, and he fiddled with the brim as the gentleman inquired after his health.

Mr. Overland was confused until he realized that had been the excuse he had given for not making an appearance at dinner. Which reminded him: why was the gentleman here and not there? He told the flitting gentleman that he felt himself improving but the nausea was resurfacing. Mr. Haddock didn't seem to catch the pointed comment as he sat down in the seat that Jennifer frequented with a mumbled, "I am glad to hear of your improvement."

He sat for barely a minute before he was up on his feet again, pacing and muttering to himself. Jackson waited quietly through it all, hoping that the man would leave soon.

But, he didn't.

Instead, Mr. Haddock came to an abrupt halt in front of him and said, "I have fought this with every fiber in my being, but I can deny it no longer. You must allow me to confess my feelings. Granted, I have never experience such things before—though certainly something I could get used to, and I may fail at eloquence. Nevertheless, I admire you, and I daresay that I love you." Despite the firmness of his words, his voice seemed to shake with unsurety.

Jackson could only sit in astonished silence as the gentleman before him continued to rant, his voice bounding with confusing ease between biting venom and characteristic sarcasm as he spoke of Jackson's not only poor station in life, but also his sex while constantly renewing confirmation that what he felt for him was sincere. He spoke of society's hate and the difficulty it would prove to be, his family's only-to-be-expected response at hearing he had convinced himself to throw his life away on the young man of inferior birth and the fact that a true marriage never existed on the horizon for them—it would not be allowed, and upon hearing of this preference, his place in the political world would drop severely.

Despite his dislike of the man standing before him, Jackson could not help but feel a brief moment of flattery at the declaration as his mind raced back to the dance at Dreki Vollr, but such thoughts were quickly banished from his mind as he recalled what Mr. Haddock had done to the poor Mr. FitzHerbert and, most importantly, to his dear sister. He couldn't reject him in the same manner he had Mr. Black. He did not wish any ill-will that could befall him or his family if he upset a man of such standing and influence; he collected himself before he opened his mouth to speak.

"In instances such as these, I feel the party I represent would be pressed to express gratitude for the sentiments just shared, whether or not they are returned. I should feel grateful that you were able to overcome society to simply express such feelings, yet I cannot bring myself to even do that. I have never had the desire to be the object of your affection, and I apologize if I led you to believe otherwise."

"You do not—" Mr. Haddock began and Jackson could see the fear building behind his eyes.

"No, I very well am inclined in such a fashion myself, but I have never desired _your_ good graces."

Confusion puckered the man's eyebrows. "This—this is the reply I receive for pouring my heart out; so much for the fear of it being taken and dumped into the sewage," he whispered, the sarcasm cutting into each word. "So this is rejection, huh? Pain. Love it. But, may I inquire as to why I am being rejected if it is not for my sex?"

"I might also inquire as to why you decide to gift your dear affections on an unaccepting party when every fiber of your being advises you contrary. However, in answer to your question, for one, see my previous comment; how could I care, accept and return the ill-advised affections of a man? For another, if I had not already been decided against you since the very moment I saw you and even more so when I heard of your horrid treatment of Mr. FitzHerbert, do you think there is the slightest possibility I could come to care for the man who was the cause of ruining my sister's happiness?"

As his the last words of his retort flew from his lips, he saw Mr. Haddock pale; his freckles becoming more prominent because of it, but he kept quiet. Jackson took this as incentive to keep going. In all honesty, though, he could not stop; he had started and now everything was coming out—every moment of confusion, every flash of anger, ever damn moment that he felt his frustration rise at his unescapable pull towards the man in front of him.

"Nothing, no motive you could possibly have would ever excuse you for the damn torture you have inflicted on those I care for. You cannot deny that you were instrumental in pulling them away from each other when neither wanted that."

He was met by silence.

"Can you deny that?" he hissed, demanding an answer.

Brown eyes watched in shock as the man in front of him seemed to fold in on himself before pushing himself out, straight and tall. His face was an unfeeling mask as he clasped his hands behind him; his green eyes possessed the hard glint of the rock they resembled that Jackson had never seen before.

"I will not deny that I broke off what I saw to be a union that would only cause my friend pain."

"How would my sister's love cause him pain? Because you feared his status would falter if he stooped to marry her?"

"I take no pleasure in my decision."

"Did you also take no pleasure in deciding to strip Mr. FitzHerbert of his inheritance?"

Cold eyes bored into him. "You seem quite interested in that man," he accused.

"How can I not when I have learned of the misfortunes he has suffered under your hand?"

"Yes, his misfortunes are great and boundless; he can never seem to satisfy his need for pity. It's an unending, black pit."

"You are one to talk when you are the reason he is in the state he is in now!"

Mr. Haddock brought his top hat to the front of his waist. "I believe it would best for me to leave now."

"No worries, I will soon be leaving as well. You won't have to torture yourself into feeling for an inferior man much longer."

"This is what you have accepted me as?" the man shouted, taking Jackson aback for a moment. "Thank you for the lesson in my personality and history, it has been most enlightening. I certainly see why you would hate me. Though you may be the most stubborn man I have had the fortune of knowing, and though you never take the gossip you hear with a grain of salt, I am not ashamed of the feelings I have related to you this evening. Could you expect me to rejoice in the position I have placed myself in knowing full what it could do to my family?" he asked, his voice now a harsh whisper.

With nothing else said on the matter, Mr. Haddock left the room.

Jackson fell back into the chair he had been sitting in. He had somehow ended up on his feet at some point in the whole scene. He dredged up a sigh from the depth of his stomach and let it pass his lips as he heard the front door close and a carriage leave the drive.


	16. Chapter 16

**The next chapter is here! The random periods were just to separate the letter from everything else. I didn't like it chunked together, and I didn't think it deserved an entire separate section so that happened. I hope you enjoy.**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Sixteen<strong>

The driver took the bags from his hand and made his way to the carriage. Mr. and Mrs. Black waited to bid him farewell just outside the entry. He took a deep breath and stepped outside, slipping his gloves on and pushing the material down between his fingers. Jackson pulled his coat tighter against him and savored the protective layer against the harsh late October morning.

Jennifer offered him a small smile as she grasped his hands. "It was a pleasure having you here. I have missed home, and now I will miss you."

"Well, you and I will see each other again. You will return for the holidays and see your home again. We will all be eager to greet you."

"I am afraid we won't make it for the holidays. Mrs. Gooding requires our presence," Mr. Black stated. "Perhaps my wife will be able to visit after."

"Ah, yes, of course. We must keep the Madame happy," Jackson said; his eyebrows and lips forming parallel lines.

"Precisely. You are always welcomed at our house, Mr. Overland. My wife and I will accept you with open arms."

"I am glad you hear." The young man turned back to his friend. "I will write once I return home. We shall keep in touch until we are able to meet again."

"Yes," she answered with a smile.

The clattering of hooves turned the trio's attention to a brown mare pounding down the drive. Her rider tightened the reins and eased her to a stop. In one swift movement, he swung his leg over her back and landed on the ground. Brown eyes caught the slight stumble and the favoring the gentleman directed at his left foot for the first few steps after the impact before shifting into a regular gait.

"Ah, Mr. Haddock," Mr. Black greeted.

"Mr. Haddock," his wife echoed.

The gentleman nodded his head in recognition before turning to Jackson. "I came to send you off with my aunt's regards."

"I thank her. Please inform that I have enjoyed dining with her, and will miss her company," he responded on rote. In truth, he could lively happily with never having to be graced with her presence again. "I thank you for bringing me this message," he said as an afterthought.

"I will inform her."

Mr. Overland gave a small bow back towards the Blacks and turned to the carriage. The driver stepped up to open the door but was cut off my Mr. Haddock.

"I can do this," he stated simply. "Prepare the horses and yourself for the journey."

The driver's eyebrows rose for a moment before lowering. With a nod, he did has he had been instructed.

Green eyes turned to meet brown. A hand raised and gestured to the inside of the carriage.

Jackson pursed his lips and made his way over. He gripped the side of entrance to steady himself as he stepped up and inside. Adjusting his coattails, he sat down and forced himself to stare forward.

"Here," the gentleman muttered as he slipped a letter onto the seat across from him as he shut the carriage door. "I only ask that you read and reflect on it. Nothing more."

"I will promise nothing," he answered, keeping his eyes ahead of him.

A quiet sigh caught his ear as the carriage door closed. Mr. Haddock shouted to the driver that he could head out.

The quick snap of a whip split the air. The carriage jerked forward. Clopping hooves and clattering wheels filled Jacksons mind as he was jostled about. His eyes darted to the folded parchment across from him. He glared at it for a moment. His heart surged with a passion to rip it and throw it from the window; he had no desire to hear any more from that man.

But, curiosity tickled at the back of his mind: a pestering fly that buzzed around, echoing questions that rebounded around his skull. With a huff, he leaned forward and snatched it. It was heavy. He inspected it and saw that it contained at least four pages. His lips pressed tightly together as he broke the seal and read:

.

"Do not worry that his letter will contain any repetition of the affections spoken of the other night; I am not so crass, and I hope would give me at least that. I do not desire to cause you any more pain or disgust at the thought of a man such as me feeling the way I do, and I do not wish to force your hand into accepting flattery where you do not wish to seek it. I would have left the matter as it was; however, there are some things I wish to clarify. I can only talk—well, write—to you; whether or not you accept my words or sentiments as truth or error is solely dependent on you. I will not take such a thing from you.

"There were two offences which you condemned me to—both differing but not in their severity. I shall address the matter you first presented, well, first. So, in regards to my involvement in separating my friend from your sister, it was not long since we had been in the country before I began to notice Mr. Liely attachment and preference for your sister. I was not worried; I have often seen him grow enamored by various people at many times in his life and in many forms of attachment. Not until the ball at Dreki Vollr did it begin to worry my mind. After our dance - discussion out on the balcony, I headed inside where I was approached by Mr. Bennett. He spoke of Mr. Liely's attention to the eldest Ms. Overland and of the expected upcoming nuptials. It was so, I found out, that many people were looking forward to an impending wedding announcement from the couple. I took observing my friend closely: his manner, his touches, his voice and his words. In this I discovered that his preference for your sister outweighed any of the other attachments I had seen him form over the years of our acquaintance. I then, in turn, watched Ms. Overland and could find no trace of a reciprocated affection. Certainly, she was as cheerful and as charming as always, but I could find no reason to believe she held a preference for my friend. –If you are not mistaken in your sister's affections, then I must have been in error. The latter is most likely, seeing as I lack the superior knowledge of your sister you possess. –However, it cannot be denied that to my eye she seemed no different with Mr. Liely than with any other gentleman present. In regard to the rumors and the knowledge of your family's station, in addition to your mother's persistence, I could come to no other conclusion than she did not love him but was focused on gaining his wealth.

"Mr. Liely left for business soon after with full intention of returning, and this is where my involvement comes in. I was not the only one uneasy with this relationship; his cousins felt the same way as I. I left with him and took the time to explain my worries to him. He denied my complaints at first, claiming that he firmly believed that your sister matched his passions. However, I stood with my argument. Mr. Liely trusts my judgment—almost to a fault—so it was easy to convince him against immediately returning. He has stayed away in Corona since.

"I cannot find reason to blame myself for pain caused by these actions on your sister's part. I acted on what I saw expressed. Perhaps, I acted so violently in his case because I saw myself in him, and I did not wish for him to grow attached to a love he may not be able to hold and call his own. The only thing I truly regret was withholding knowledge of you sister being in the city. Ms. Vickson knew of the visit, and through her I learned of it. We both decided to not inform him, and he remains ignorant of her presence. Perhaps, this was below me, but it is done now. I cannot amend it and I can offer no more apology than this. –If I have injured your sister, it was done unknowingly. You may view this reasoning as insignificant, but I cannot bring myself to see the error in my actions with the knowledge I possessed.

"As for the other—the belief that I have, in defiance of well-wishes and wills, denied honor and humanity to ruin the well-being of Mr. Fitzherbert—I do not know what he has fully accused me of, and I can only account the story in full and my reasoning; I hope by the end you understand I took action to keep honor and humanity. Mr. Fitzherbert was the son of a man on the estate and well-loved by many there. It is true that he was a favorite of my father as he was resourceful and cunning with people in a way I never could be or had hoped in being. We were close in youth, along with my cousin Colonel Ingerman, and spent many days in friendly revelry. When he grew older, my father aided in paying for his schooling as he saw a bright future ahead of him—hoping he would join the church—and felt he owed it to the son of a man who had served him faithfully. My father was his godfather and insisted on funding him liberally in his pursuits. After he died, I had every intention of continuing to pay for his studies. However, he approached me one day and informed me that he no longer desired to do so. He wished to travel to India and find his wealth there. He asked for the money that would have gone towards his education to fund him and my blessing. I gladly gave them and he resigned any claim he had to the church.

"It would be a few years until I saw him again. He appeared at Berk, and I welcomed him as a brother. I was eager to here of his travels, having been prevented of having my own after my father died. Business kept my attention most of the time, but when I was finally able to sit with him, he informed me that his situation was bad. He refused to present me with details, but the sum I had given him had been depleted, he had not made it to India as he had hoped—though now I doubt he had ever desired to go—and now wished to join the church again. I expressed my remorse over his situation but informed him that the church was no longer open to him. He grew upset and demanded I at least compensate him. I informed him I could not; my father's money is focused on keeping my sister's life pleasant and insuring she has a desirable dowry. He asked for my own money. I told him that it was my own, and I did not owe him the allegiance my father had. I had granted his wishes and his ill-judgment brought him to his current circumstances. I regretted what had happened, though, and offered him stay at Berk until he was back on his feet. You can hardly blame me for his response; nothing can come from this world—we cannot make it—if it is not through our own efforts, inventions and intuition. He did not stay long.

I did not cross his path again until last year. My sister is near ten years my junior, and when my father had died, her guardianship was shared between my aunt and myself. Aunt disliked her in public view at the school in Corona she was attending and took her out. I argued that her education must still be pursued, and she hired a private tutor. I do not believe it coincidence that Mr. Fitzherbert chose then to pay a visit. It also became apparent that he had ties with the tutor as he managed to personally visit with her frequently during his time visiting. Rachel remembered his kindness towards her as a child and opened to him, relishing in his attention and stories of his travels. He managed to convince her into an elopement. She was only fifteen, and thankfully her character would not allow me to suffer in ignorance. She wrote a letter informing me of the decision. I luckily received it that day when I returned from business, and I managed to stop them before anything was able to happen. I informed Mr. Fitzherbert that if he truly cared for her this was not the way to receive my family's good favor or keep her honor. He seemed torn for a moment before fleeing. I did not try to understand his feelings or motives, and, if I am to be perfectly truthful, I didn't care to know them. That day in Burgess was the first I saw of him since.

Aunt was quite harsh in her reaction to the event, blaming my sister for the injury suffered. I pulled my sister away, and she has remained at Berk since. She diligently teaches herself, and I gladly provide materials for her to do so. Rachel is a resilient and carefree girl. This misfortune with Mr. Fitzherbert upset her greatly, and I am saddened every day I don't see the light that used to sparkle in her eyes. I feel she truly loved him, and the betrayal hurt her. But, she is strong, and I have faith that one day she will overcome it.

"I have now conveyed the full story of each action you condemned me of. I can offer no more. If you are able to not reject this as false and accept at least part of it as truth, I hope you will grow to see me in a kinder light. Perhaps not as a kind man, but at least as a man who tried to do what he believed was right for his family and friends. I do not blame you for your views; you made them as I made mine—with the information presented before you at the time. I simply hope that you will take this new information into consideration as well.

"And as for my proposal, I meant every word, though not in the way you may have taken it as. As much as I would desire for our life to be as any other couple's, it cannot be denied that such things in present company are not easily done. My career demands that I keep the respect and admiration of many; without it I cannot succeed, and without success I cannot care properly for my sister. Though I have managed my father's money as best I can, I require my own income to provide for her up to and through her married years. Such a life with you would risk my position and stifle my income which—though it will injure my life—will injure Rachel's. In addition, she will be forced to carry the stigmatism that would be held over her head at the rumor of her brother's preferences. As much as I wish for a life between us, my sister is dear to me and has been through too much for me to act selfishly and risk her future.

"I have said all I may say. I am left with but one thing: God bless.

HENRY HADDOCK

.

Jackson let out a breath he had known he had been holding. He folded the parchment with trembling fingers. He lifted his hand and tapped the letter against his chin and lip. His head was muddled. His heart was on fire. He couldn't dismiss everything, but he couldn't ignore the gentleman's words. He wished to get home soon. Emma would be returning in a few days, and he could talk things over with her. The only issue was that he did not want to discuss the topic surrounding her in fear of hurting her, and the other seemed too personally to share without Mr. Haddock's express permission.

He shut his eyes and tried to rest his head against the bucking carriage seat. He was going to have to sort this out himself. His fingers tightened around the letter; it crinkled under the pressure. His chest squeezed and his eyes popped open. He smoothed out the wrinkles. His fingers hovered for a moment before he opened the parchment and read the letter again.
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* * *

><p><strong>C<strong>**hapter Seventeen**

Restrained sunlight filtered through the heavy curtains. Jackson groaned as he squeezed his lids tightly, shielding eyes from the invading light. He rolled onto his stomach and buried his head under his pillow. The air was stuffy and hot; his lungs burned. He relished in the pain. It took his mind off the troubling thoughts that had been keeping him up most of the night the past few days.

When the minimized oxygen became too difficult, he pulled his head out. He crossed his arms on top of his pillow and rested his cheek against the cool fabric.

.

_He was a small slip of a man, but his form was intimidating. His jaw was firmly etched, and his nose was a prominent feature. Underneath the copper strands that fell across his brow were green eyes that flitted about the room._

_._

Jackson huffed and flipped over.

.

_"You know how I feel about dancing. It is not pleasurable unless I am well acquainted with my partner. Your cousins are engaged, and there is no other woman in the room __with who such an activity would not prove most difficult."_

.

He ran his hand through is bed-tossed brown hair.

.

_"Would you care to dance?" Mr. Haddock said softly._

_"Pardon? But I believed you to loathe dancing with anyone you were not closely acquainted with."_

_"Precisely," he responded turning to him and offering his hand._

_He scoffed. "Have no young ladies taken your fancy that you must stoop to ask me?"_

_"Yes, but it isn't stooping," he responded as he snatched the shorter man's hand and pulled him away from the balustrade and led him through the movements of the dance._

_._

Jackson scrubbed his eyes with the back of his hands.

.

_As the music rolled out from the instrument at his finger's insistence, the chatter rose up again in the sitting room. He quickly approached the last bar of the sheet and prepared himself to reach up and flip the page as he memorized the final measure; however, a body leaned over his shoulder as fingers pinched the corner of the page. A soft, "I've got it," fell on his ear._

_Jackson gave a brief nod and Mr. Haddock turned the page, allowing him to continue playing seamlessly. The gentleman stood straight and stepped to the side of the piano; his green eyes flickering between the player and the music. He always managed to watch him completely, somehow knowing when the page needed to be turned and only then looking away to do so before his eyes were back on his face. _

.

He huffed and sat up. His fingers knotted into his hair and pulled it, straining the roots.

.

_"I have fought this with every fiber in my being, but I can deny it no longer. You must allow me to confess my feelings. Granted, I have never experience such things before—though certainly something I could get used to, and I may fail at eloquence. Nevertheless, I admire you, and I daresay that I love you." _

_._

_"I am trying to discern your character. There are so many parts of you that are contradicting. You puzzle me greatly."_

_"Perhaps, like a puzzle, you need just one piece for it all to come together and allow you to see the true and full picture."_

_The music faded away to be replaced by roaring applause. Mr. Haddock's palm still rested against his; it hovered above his skin, trembling. Each second yielded new patches of skin connected. _

_"I thank you for the dance," the copper haired gentleman breathed out, "and the conversation. It was a pleasure." Without a word further, he snatched his hand away and walked back into the main room, his pace brisk and his hands firmly clasped behind his back._

_It was only after he had left that Jackson registered the cool wind biting at the exposed flesh no longer warmed by Haddock's. "Manipulative bastard," Jackson hissed as he clutched his hand and clasped it behind his back before reentering the ballroom._

_._

"Manipulative bastard," he growled.

He couldn't sort out anything. All he was sure of was that he had been wrong in his assumptions. But, when he tried to figure out what it all meant in relation to his feelings, he….he was lost. His mind swirled around every glance and every touch. His mind rewrote every meeting where the man had seemed arrogant and unapproachable.

_"Hate can be quite close to another emotion, both are fiery and passionate."_

Jennifer's words echoed around his every thought. His chest seized. His heart thumped erratically; each off kilter beat stoking the raging fire the danced under his skin. His breath puffed out in ragged tatters.

.

_Green eyes sparkled. Warm hands encased his waist and pulled him against a firm body. Immaculately soft lips grazed his jaw, his forehead, his eyes, his cheeks. Long fingers tangled in his hair and arched his head back…_

.

A strangled yelp passed his lips. He threw the covers from his body. The early autumn morning chilled his skin. He clambered out of bed and stumbled to his window. He pushed the curtains back and pressed himself against it. Shutting his eyes, he took a deep breath and let it go, watching the warm air mist up the glass. Jackson rested his forehead against the cold pane. The cold had always comforted him.

He opened his eyes and watched a carriage roll up to the front of the house. The driver got down and opened the door. Emma stepped out with a gracious smile. Jackson felt his own lips pulling back into a wide smile. His sister was back, and he would finally have someone to talk to. He'd just have to make a few edits to his story first.

* * *

><p>"He…proposed to you?"<p>

His dark eyes scanned the sitting room.

A hand rested on his knee, and he glanced over to see his sister smiling sweetly.

"Indirectly," he said. "But, the intention was similar."

"Do you trust his affections? I know how you—"

"I know what I used to think, but I'm beginning to doubt everything," he admitted.

She gave a small laugh. "He must have been very sincere to cause you to doubt. You're quite stubborn when you set your mind to something."

Jackson set his hand on Emma's and gave it a gentle squeeze. "I have been told."

"Do you return his affections?"

"I didn't at first."

"But?" she prompted him.

"Now, I just –"

He was cut off by the front door banging open and Mary's cries of "Mama! Pa!" flying through the house. A flurry of red hair peered into the sitting room.

"Emma, Jackson, have you seen Mama and Pa?"

"Pa's in his study," Emma answered.

"I don't think he wants to be disturbed," Jackson said.

"What's gotten you in such a flurry?"

"Mrs. McIntosh is travelling to Corona to visit her son at the camp and invited me to go with her! I just need Pa's approval."

"Father won't give you approval," Jackson said.

"I won't give my approval for what?" the man asked as he stepped from his study. "I will give my approval for anything if it means my house can return to its rightfully quiet state."

Mary cheered and hopped back and forth between one foot and the other, making joyful 'doo-ti-doo's to punctuate each movement.

"You don't even know what she is requesting."

He sighed and turned to his youngest daughter. "What are you requesting?" he asked with a pointed glance at his son.

"Mrs. McIntosh invited me to join her on her visit to Corona to visit her son at the camp."

"You can't be thinking of allowing her to go!" Jackson protested as he leapt to his feet. "Mary alone, surrounded by men in uniforms. We all know where that will go. She is too young."

The fiery headed girl pouted.

"She will be with Mrs. McIntosh. I trust the lady will watch after her."

"The woman can barely keep an eye on herself! Mary's behavior does not need to be—"

"What is all the fuss?" his mother shouted as she barged into the crowding room.

"Father is considering allowing Mary to go to the camp with Mrs. McIntosh."

The woman clasped her hands; she gasped before laughing. "My, Mr. Overland, we've finally found something to agree on! Oh, Mary, you will have such a fun time," she said turning to her youngest and grasping her shoulders. "I remember my young days I was always enamored with a man in a red coat."

"It's not the men, Mama," Mary insisted. "Well, it is, but they are the only ones willing to talk with me about weapons."

"That is because they have something else in mind, Mary," Jackson snipped. He turned on his father. "You can't truly be thinking of allowing her to go."

He sighed and placed his hand on his son's shoulder. "I trust Mrs. McIntosh to watch her. Besides, one less daughter in this house results in a quieter household for me. I was spoiled while you and Emma were away."

Without another word, he left and retreated back into his study.
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><p><strong>Chapter Eighteen<strong>

"You know, Berk is close to here," Mrs. Clause remarked as she stared outside the window. "I have always wished to see the estate. I am sure winter or summer would be prime time to do so, but surely the trees must be lovely shades at this time of the year."

"I doubt it would hurt us to make a small side trip since we are so close," her husband muttered thoughtfully, stroking his thick, white beard. "What do you think, Jackson?"

The young man chewed at the inside of his cheek. It didn't do much in way of stopping his stomach from churning with nervous energy. His eyes darted to meet his aunt's; they were alight with hopeful joy. He smiled. "Aunt will burst whether we do or not, I suggest we at least give her some joy before she goes."

She swatted his arm as her husband hooted with laughter, grasping his jiggling stomach.

"Good, good," he said. Mr. Clause opened the carriage window and hollered the new directions to the driver.

Jackson leaned back in his seat and rested his head against the vibrating glass. He closed his eyes against the dull autumn sun. He really didn't want to go to Berk. He wasn't ready to face Mr. Haddock. But, surely he wasn't there regularly; his business should keep him away. But, he had his sister; Jackson highly doubted he'd leave the young girl alone for longer than necessary.

His fingers snuck up to his breast and squeeze. A quiet crackle of paper caught his ear. He'd lost count of how many times he had read it. He no longer had the _need_ to read it. Jackson would recite it aloud every time he read it now. He wasn't even sure _why_ he kept reading it. Nothing changed. The words were always the same. But, he always found something new; he always _felt_ something new after rereading it.

Letting out a puff of air, he opened his eyes. Emma had convinced his aunt to plead with him to go with them on this trip around the country to see the harvests and enjoy the quickly cooling weather before the holidays were upon them; she was under the impression that the travels would relax him and put him in a good mood; it would push the whole ordeal with Mr. Haddock from his mind. He smiled wryly at where he was at now.

Jackson sighed and focused on what lay outside the window. The trees fell away from the lane, spreading green fields and rolling hills preluded a grand house standing proud and square. Forest framed the background; dark trees stretched bristly limbs upwards. Jackson wondered briefly if he would be calling this home by now if he had accepted Mr. Haddock's proposal.

_No,_ he answered himself. _I would appear as nothing more than a friend. Perhaps I'd visit here, own my own house nearby, but I would not call Berk my home._

Even with that answer, as he trailed behind his aunt and uncle up to the manor, he couldn't help his mind drifting off to _if._

He would already be here, moved in and comfortable, familiar with the grounds. He would receive his aunt and uncle with a smile and invite them to tea. After a relaxing conversation and catching up with the latest news of his family and introductions to Ms. Haddock, he would guide them on a tour of the grounds. They'd return in time to greet Mr. Haddock who would be arriving from business. Dinner would be served and then to the parlor for cards. He and Mr. Haddock would be the last to retire…to their shared room. They would…

He shook his head, dislodging the thoughts. It wouldn't do him any good thinking about that. He'd just get hot and bothered and even more confused. He was supposed to be relaxing right now and not thinking about a certain gentleman.

The butler opens the door. He's a tall man with wide, muscular shoulders. His dark hair slicked back from high cheekbones and square jaw. Small, beady green eyes studied the trio that waited on the steps. His broad nose twitched in a manner that reminded Jackson of a rabbit.

Mr. Clause introduced them. "My wife has been eager to see Berk. Is the estate, perhaps, open for visitors?"

Shrewd eyes glanced over them again; they rested ever-so briefly longer on the brown haired youth than the other two.

"Certainly," he said after a moment. "Follow me."

"Is your master home?" Mrs. Clause asked.

"No, he is away on business. We are not expecting him until the end of the week."

Jackson's brows puckered as he followed the man. His voice was low and rumbling, but it had a deep lilt he had never heard before.

"Can I inquire as to where you are from? I've never heard such an accent before," he asked.

The butler's eyes darted to him as he led the group through the halls. "I spent several years of my youth with the convicts in Australia. And no—not as one."

"I did not think that."

"Well, most believe so. I have found it easier to clarify immediately. I was a young officer. My mother refused to allow me to travel to India—she's convinced on the savage demons that the Hindus must me—however, apparently, working with the scum of this country was preferable. I abided her wish."

"Did you have any dealings with the Aborigines?" Mr. Clause asked.

"Some," came the curt answer. He stopped and swept his arm down the hall before them. "Down this way, you will find the portraits of every Haddock that as lived in this house in addition to several distant relatives. Some portraits even depict those patrons who owned the estate before it came into the Haddock family possession. "

Mrs. Clause stepped into the hall and began to examine the painted faces, her husband at her heels.

"Do you miss it there?" Jackson asked as he stepped next to the butler.

"The heat, yes." He shivered, whether it was because he was cold or to make a point the young man wasn't sure. "It's too cold here. It just gets worse from here on out."

"Shame. I quite enjoy the winter. Mr. Jackson Overland," he said, personally introducing himself.

"Mr. Aster Edmund," he returned.

The butler's ears twitched as he listened to Mrs. Clause question: "Is this the current Mr. Haddock?"

_Yes_, Jackson thought_, definitely a rabbit._

Mr. Edmund walked forward until he stood in front of the portrait under question. "Yes," he answered.

The young man walked over to the group and turned his eyes to the flat face above him. There was the scar—he still wished to know what that was from. The shaggy auburn hair fell in an orderly mess for the portrait. Green eyes sparkled with a life that Jackson had never seen before.

"What do you say, Jackson," his aunt asked as she threaded her arm through his, "is it a good likeness?"

"It is."

"You know Mr. Haddock?" the butler asked.

At least, he thought it was a question. The wording and the way it was said could easily make it appear a statement or…a confirmation.

"Yes," he said, taking the words as a question. "He was in the party of Mr. Liely at Dreki Vallr a few months ago."

"Mm, yes."

"Is Ms. Haddock as handsome as her brother?" Mr. Clause asked.

"I believe so. They share the same eyes, both in color and in their liveliness. She's quite accomplished as well—more than any other woman I have met to date." He gave a small laugh. "She plays and sings all day long, when she is not painting of course. Actually, in this room is her new easel and the paints she recently acquired—a gift from my master."

"Is she here?" Jackson found himself asking.

"No, we are expecting her to return tomorrow with him."

The young man pondered the remark. Mr. Haddock seemed very protective of his sister. Where had he gone on business that he would allow her to accompany him?

"Is he at Berk much throughout the year?" his aunt asked. Her words appeared demanding, but her manner betrayed her inner enthusiasm and curiosity.

Mr. Edmund answered with a twitch of the nose. "Not as much as he was in his youth, nor as much as his sister wishes. But, I daresay he spends about half the year here. He's become a tutor of sorts for Ms. Haddock, so he is required. He stays as long as it takes to fulfill such a duty."

"Perhaps you would see more of him if he married," Mr. Clause said as the group was led into the small art studio.

Jackson could've sworn the butler's eyes flickered to him before he replied. "Yes, there is a chance, sir, but I do not know when or if such a thing will occur. I do not know who is good enough from him, or who has caught his interest."

"You must think highly of him," Jackson asked before he could rein the words back.

Mr. Edmund smirked. "I speak only truth. I have never heard a cross word from him in my years working here that was not well deserved. He is utmost caring to those close to him."

The young man's curiosity was spike; his mind swirled. These words were so different from what he had heard of the man prior. He wanted more; he wanted to hear all he could about this man. He wanted to fill his memory with every story Mr. Edmund could give him. He was thankful when his uncle remarked, "To find a man you can say such things of is rare. You are lucky to have him as a master."

"Yes, sir, I know I am. I doubt I could have found a better man to serve under. He has always been open minded and caring; you can see from his decision to hire me: a soldier back from Australia."

Jackson arched an eyebrow. He'd never heard such words in relation to Mr. Haddock before.

"His father was a wonderful man," Mrs. Clause stated.

Mr. Edmund nodded. "I unfortunately arrived when he was ill; I only knew him in such a state. But, the others remark that he will be as great a man as his father, perhaps even better in some areas."

Jackson listened eagerly. He took in the words, chewed them slowly and thoughtfully before swallowing; after he finished the first bite, he was eager for more. He didn't want to hear about the history of the room.

"He certainly is a good brother," he stated, his finger brushing over the easel.

"Yes. Ms. Haddock will certainly be delighted when she sees this."

"She doesn't know?"

"Not yet, but she will once they return."

"Why not wait until the holidays?" Mr. Clause asked.

The butler shrugged. "It is his way. I've never known him to do anything less. He would do anything to keep his sister happy."

With that comment, the group was led from the room to inspect the rest of the house. When everything to note had been visited, Mr. Edmund let them back to the front of the manor. He called over a gardener and sent them on their way.

The small, leathery man led them around the grounds. He pointed a crooked finger to significant trees, reciting their ages, species and who had them planted. He directed them to a path that led through the forest to Berk's pond that was yearly stocked, but first he directed them towards the stables

"The stables," the gardener pointed out.

As Jackson approached the building, he heard a familiar voice pouring out.

"—where Aster is? He wasn't there when we arrived."

"I believe he was showing visitors around. Mrs. Reynolds has not been feeling well."

"Ah, well, as the doctor been around?"

"He was sent for this morning. I have not heard word since."

"Would you send Victor to go see if arrived? If not, I would breathe easier if he went to fetch the man personally."

"Yes, sir."

An unfamiliar laugh in a well-known voice filled the air. "Thank you, Roger. I'd like to keep the old woman around longer."

The other voice laughed. "No worries, sir. I'm sure she will outlive all of us."

"I would not doubt that for a moment."

The voice was getting louder, closer. Jackson wanted to run from the stables, away from the door where he would be seen. He wasn't ready for this, but his feet wouldn't move.

The gentleman stepped out. Lids blinked rapidly over green eyes.

Jackson's jaw was limp, his tongue numb.

Mr. Haddock was the first to recover—at least in civility if not composure; an endearing lopsided smile pulled at this lips. "Mr. Overland, a pleasure to see you.

* * *

><p><strong>Quick little history lesson for anyone confused on why I keep talking about men going to India and now talking about Australia. Without going into too much, the British Empire had a wide rule (through various reasons and events that if you are curious I will point you in the direction of). They became ingrained in the India governmental system despite having been originally there for trade. Because of several choice figures who made big money in India, several young men went off to the country with hopes of doing so themselves. These men weren't always welcomed back into Britain with the best graces, and they weren't really welcomed <strong>_**in**_** India, too.**

**Now, as for Australia. The British settlement there quickly became a way of getting rid of the overflow of people in correctional facilities/prisons. These people included thieves, prostitutes, murders, etc. The Aborigines were the indigenous population of the country.**

**I'm going to leave it all at that. I don't want/have the time to go into much more than that. If you are interested in anything, look it up! (Wikipedia is a good start, but take your facts with a grain of salt and search for more information.) If you have specific questions, I'd be happy to help you find answers. Just beware, these issues have insane complexity and multi-faceted reasoning, history, opinions, beliefs, etc. **


	19. Chapter 19

**Here you go! Sorry this is a bit later than I wanted it, but this week has been crazy. No, not personally but news wise. Robin Williams dead. The events unfolding in Ferguson. It's a bit hectic, and I haven't had much gumption to write. So, if this feels bland or forced, I'm sorry. **

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Nineteen<strong>

Green eyes darted over Jackson's head to focus those he had traveled ahead of that were quickly approaching. He followed his gaze to see the gardener snatch his hat from his head and wring it in his hands. His aunt and uncle appeared puzzled, but their confusion left the moment they heard the man apologizing for any disruption that had been caused—he had not been aware of the gentleman's return.

Mr. Haddock waved the apologies off and turned to introduce him to Mr. and Mrs. Clause. When he learned who they were and that they had been the party taking up Mr. Edmund's time with a tour, he sent the gardener on his way and stated that he would finish showing the grounds himself. He ushered the trio along and strolled past the stables to the woods in the distance.

The young man was astounded with Mr. Haddock's civility over the whole matter, especially when it came down to their last meeting. His ears burned at the thought of the words said; he brushed his fingers through his hair to ensure they were covered. As he walked, listening to the gentleman showing the grounds—complete with anecdotes from his and his ancestor's youth—the paper that sat nestled against his breast in his coat pocket began to sear through the fabric and to his heart.

A large hand cupped his elbow, and he turned to see it belonged to Mr. Haddock. With a soft smile, the gentleman redirected him in the direction the others had taken a few minutes ago having believed he was at their heels and paying attention.

Jackson struggled to push down a blush and cleared his throat as he followed him back to his aunt and uncle.

They turned down a path through the woods that followed the edge of a wide lake; its mirrored surface dusted with autumn leaves. The trees that had grown to an immense size under the generations that had cared for them towered above. Their craggily and knotted branches stretched across the pale blue sky like wizened hands.

The young man turned his eyes down and focused on the back of Mr. Haddock head, studying the messy fall of the auburn locks. He wished they could peer right through to see what he was thinking. Perhaps it would ease the rushing pound in his chest. Or, maybe, it would only make it worse.

He shook his head and focused on the way the gentleman stood: his broad shoulders back, his slender arms somehow supporting and keeping up with his rapidly moving hands that pointed and emphasized each point he made, the slight swing of his hips to compensate for something wrong with his left leg. Mr. Haddock's eyes were wide as he spoke; his eyebrows arched and freckled cheeks pushed up to crinkle the corners of his eyes.

When his aunt called out for his opinion, Jackson realized he had not been present in the conversation being too lost in his own thoughts. He gave an apologetic smile, which he hoped had enough of a smirk, and said, "Pardon?"

"Honestly, Jackson," she reprimanded, but she didn't repeat her question.

The young Mr. Overland let out a puff of air in relief and put his focus on what was being said among the other three.

"I'd welcome you to fish here," Mr. Haddock said to Mr. Clause with a nod to the lake, "but the cooler months are on us. The lake won't be restocked until spring. However, if you are ever in the neighborhood then, don't be shy. You are welcomed to come by and fish as much as you'd like."

"Thank you. I will take you up on that, one day," he responded with a hearty chuckle, patting the gentleman on the back.

Jackson froze at the action of familiarity, but relaxed when he saw the lopsided grin that pulled at Mr. Haddock's lips.

The gentleman stopped and gestured towards a narrow path off to the right that arched away from the lake and back the way they came. "We can take this way back. You will see some of the wonderful flora Berk has."

When no one else in the party made to move ahead of him, he stepped forward. Jackson followed after him at the urge of his aunt and uncle. He fell in step next to Mr. Haddock; the Clauses fell into step several paces behind them just out of earshot.

Jackson focused on the well-worn dirt beneath his feet. Clearing his throat, he looked up and ahead of him. He said, "I do wish to apologize for any intrusion or hindrance we may have caused. We were informed you wouldn't be returning today."

"It's quite all right. That had been the plan actually, but I decided it was best to come home earlier and prepare."

The young Mr. Overland nodded but didn't probe the issue of "preparing".

"Is your party passing through or do you plan to stay a while in the city?" Mr. Haddock asked.

"Why do you care?" Jackson found himself asking out of habit.

"Just pleasant inquiry. Also, I was hoping to introduce to a particular person who just arrived with me."

"Who?"

"My sister."

The young man's stride halted before quickly picking his pace back up. "It would be a pleasure to meet her," he managed to squeeze out from his constricting airway. He risked a glance to the side to spy the gentleman's lips twitching.

"I will introduce you when we reach the house," he said.

Jackson nodded and focused on anything but the man walking next to him. God, it was all so confusing and muddled, and he couldn't make out what he really felt. Everything he had known he was doubting and reevaluating; his heart knew something his head hadn't realized and refused to say what it was. His body burned, and he couldn't figure out why. Perhaps, he was understanding the gentleman before him for who he was. But…he couldn't put his finger on it. It was almost as infuriating as Mr. Haddock.

He was so wrapped up in his thoughts that another hand from Mr. Haddock—this time on the shoulder—had to bring him back to the current time. He flinched away from the touch, startled and scared from the heat that pulsed under his skin. The gentleman saw the action and pulled away; he took a step away from Jackson.

The two waited on the lawn for the Clauses to catch up, and then Mr. Haddock led them into the house and left them in the parlor with the comment of going to find his sister. He was gone for only a moment before he walked back in leading a petite girl. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a long braid that was wrapped up at the base of her neck. Her greens eyes were wide and bright: lively and youthful versions of her brother's. She smiled shyly and tucked her hair up and behind her ear.

"Mr. and Mrs. Clause, Mr. Overland," Mr. Haddock said with a nod to each person, "this is my sister, Ms. Rachel Haddock."

"Hello," Mr. Clause boomed.

"Hello, dear," Mrs. Clause greeted.

Jackson nodded and gave her a small smile. "Hello."

She broke out in a wide smile. "Hello, my brother has told me so much about you!"

He blinked. "He has?"

"Mhmm. Oh, perhaps you'd like to join us the night after next for dinner? We're having some friends visiting, and it would be honor for you to join us. Your aunt and uncle are most welcome to come as well."

Jackson's eyes darted to meet Mr. Haddock's, watching for his approval over the sudden invitation.

The gentleman smiled after a momentary falter. "Yes, it would be a pleasure to have you, all of you."

"Very nice of you, but my wife and I will decline. Don't want to get in the way; enjoy the time with friends."

"Mr. Overland?" Mr. Haddock prompted.

"Go on, dear," his aunt urged. "You have been trapped with us for too long. Go and enjoy yourself for a night."

"Yes, please, I would very much like to meet the man who's captured my brother's attention," Ms. Haddock exclaimed, her eyes wide and sparkling.

"Rachel," the gentleman reprimanded quietly.

She slunk down and away, biting her lip, but her eyes still sparkled.

"Who will be a part of the party?" the young Mr. Overland asked in effort to move the direction of the conversation for both his and Mr. Haddock's sake.

"Mr. Liely and his cousins as well as a few other friends from Corona."

Jackson paused, his mind racing back to the last time the name was mentioned between them. This visit was proving to be difficult. Yes, it had been enlightening, but he couldn't keep up with this. He feared slipping up; he feared what was stirring under his skin and nibbling at the back of his mind.

"Ms. Haddock, we were shown your brother's recent gift to you," his aunt began to say whether it be by some miracle or intuition.

"What?" the young girl shouted.

"Oh," Mrs. Clause let out.

Mr. Haddock rubbed the back of his neck as his sister squealed excitedly, asking what he got her.

"I am very sorry," Mrs. Clause said.

"It is quite all right," the gentleman said. "Yes, Rachel, you have a new easel and some paints. Go and see."

"Thank you!" She pushed up on her toes and kissed her brother's cheek. With a quick wave to the guests, she dashed from the room with a few chuckles at her heels.

"Well," Mr. Clause boomed standing up, "I fear we should be going. I do not want to intrude longer. Thank you for welcoming us."

"Of course, I will escort you out," he replied and led them outside, sending a servant to call for the carriage.

When it came around, sparse farewells were given as Mr. and Mrs. Clause climbed in. However, Jackson stood on the walk caught between bidding him good-bye, maybe turning down the invitation, and just simply ignoring the gentleman, stepping into the carriage. He stood in conflict for several minutes until his uncle called him.

Jackson cleared his throat.

"Uh, well, it was a pleasure seeing you, and I hope to see you at dinner the day after next."

"Yes, farewell," he said as he leapt into the carriage.

Mr. Haddock closed the door behind him and sent them off with a wave.


	20. Chapter 20

**Next chapter here! I know this is up kind of late, but I was busy today. I hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty<strong>

Jackson hollered. He thrashed about, tossing his pillows from the bed and entangling his limbs in the sheets. Panic clenched his chest. He was stuck. God, he couldn't move.

He froze.

It had been a dream.

He was fine.

His mind drifted back to the heat and the skin and the panting breaths that still swirled through the front of his mind. Fire coursed through his veins, flushing his body and sending every inch of skin on high alert. Panic seized his heart again as he worked to untangled himself from the sheets. He stumbled free and onto the floor. He sighed in relief and pressed himself closer to the cool ground.

His eyes stared unblinkingly at the convergence of the wall and floor. He didn't close his eyes. Every time he did flashes of green, of a mop of brown and of freckled skin pervaded his sight and senses.

Jackson groaned and flipped onto his back. He tucked an arm under his head and propped a knee up to the ceiling.

"I guess that makes some things clearer," he mumbled into the darkness.

_The dinner party is this afternoon._

He jerked upright. His heart sped off into a solo race. He dragged a hand down his face. Rough stubble scratched the soft flesh of his palm.

_It's going to be a mess. I can barely keep myself together without him _here._ I dread to think what will happen when I see him again. _

He wanted to tell himself that there was no use worrying and that it would be best to put it behind him for the moment and sleep. But, he couldn't. Well, he could tell himself as many times as it tickled his fancy, but it had no effect. Telling himself to do so didn't actually make him do so.

Jackson crawled into bed and lay awake, staring at the ceiling, in what felt like a stilled moment of time until the sun crept up and stretched its sleep stiffened limbs. He tossed an arm over his eyes to block out the dull, orange rays. His muscles felt stiff and resilient; his head ached, pain crashing against his forehead in waves; his face was warm and his eyes burned.

A gentle rap on the door drew him from his misery.

"Jack, dear, breakfast is prepared."

He went to answer her, but his tongue felt fuzzy and filled his mouth. His words came out in a jumbled mess. "Iwifbe," he got out before he gave up.

"Is something wrong?"

His answer was silence as he stared at the thin curtains that draped in perfect stillness to the floor.

"I am coming in. I hope you are decent," she said.

The door creaked open. Light footsteps padded across the room. A cool hand pressed against his forehead.

"A bit warm," she murmured. "Are you ill, Jack? What a pity if so, Mr. Haddock's dinner party is tonight."

She moved away and came back with a glass of water filled from the pitcher on the nightstand.

Sitting up, he gratefully accepted it and swished the wonderful, lukewarm water around his mouth. "I simply did not sleep," he answered.

"Why?"

He shrugged.

"Shall I have someone put a blanket on the window so you can sleep?"

"No. I will be fine. I will be out for breakfast in a few minutes."

"You sure?" she questioned as she flitted around him, prodding his face and body in an impromptu and incorrect examination.

"Yes, yes," he assured her, politely pushing her hands away. "Now, would you please leave so I can change?"

She sighed. "Yes."

When the door shut behind her, Jackson leaned forward and cupped his head in his hands. He needed to get himself under control before tonight.

* * *

><p>The young Mr. Overland was confident that he had finally managed to pull himself together and put last nights…dream…from his mind when he arrived at Berk. Yet, when he was greeted by Mr. Haddock it flashed in glimpses back into his mind. He fought back the heat that rose to his cheeks as he met smiling green eyes.<p>

"Mr. Overland, I'm glad you could make it."

"I wouldn't miss the chance to see…" he let slip out.

Ms. Haddock bounced into view and quickly grasped ahold of him. She pulled him away from any other chance to embarrass himself.

"Are you warm?"

"Pardon?" He turned to see green eyes peering curiously at him.

She pointed to his cheeks. "You are flushed."

"Oh," he cleared his throat. "Yes, it is a bit warm in here," he mumbled in reply.

She hummed and led him into the drawing room.

He was greeted by a wave of warmth and chatter. He scanned the room. Most faces he didn't recognize, but there were a few that he did, especially one in particular.

Seeing Mr. Liely only brought up memories of his sister's anguish over the past several weeks. He wanted to pull the gentleman aside and sort things out; he wanted to know what Liely knew, what he felt, and what he would do upon learning what Jackson had to say to him. But, the dinner party wasn't apt to welcome such private and demanding conversation.

When his eyes alighted on him, the gentleman's smile grew. He excused himself, strode across the room and clasped Jackson's shoulders. "Mr. Overland, it is a pleasure to see you again. It has been too long. I fear I was not able to say my farewells before I was called away. You must tell me how everyone is. How are your sisters?"

_How is Emma? _he heard.

Jackson felt a smile curl his lips. It appeared that Mr. Liely was just as sweet and taken with his sister as he had been before. He recalled his original confusion and anger over his leaving. He was even more convinced now than then that this man could never do such a thing through his own means.

_Of course he couldn't_, he thought. _Colonel Ingerman confirmed that. Mr. Haddock agreed to it as well_.

At the thought of the gentleman who stood on the other side of the room and his involvement in everything, something flared to life in his chest. He couldn't bring himself to forgive the man for the hurt he caused his sister; no matter what he himself may feel.

"Quite well," he answered. "Especially Emma. She went to Corona to spend some time away from the household with my aunt and uncle last month."

Mr. Liely blinked. "She was in Corona?"

"Yes. I believe she informed your cousin that she would be in the city, but I do not know if they were able to visit," he said. As the words spilled from his mouth, he couldn't pin the reason for saying any of it. Maybe he just wanted to test the waters and be sure, completely, that Mr. Liely was a sincere man. Maybe he just wanted to prod at Ms. Vickson—and maybe Mr. Haddock, too—and force Mr. Liely to see that they weren't always looking out for his best interest.

The gentleman's eyes widened; he tilted his head to the side as if trying to process what he had just heard. He held up a hand to Jackson and turned to face his cousin who was speaking to Ms. Haddock.

"Abigail."

She looked over at him and arched an eyebrow.

"Were you aware that Ms. Overland had been in Corona?"

She pursed her lips. "Yes," she said tightly.

"Why didn't you inform me?"

She shrugged. "She visited one morning for a short while, but I informed her how busy you were. I did not hear from her after."

Jackson blinked at her words. Emma hadn't told him that.

Mr. Liely was bristling, but before he could say anything, Mr. Haddock stepped over. He rested a hand on his friends shoulder and said, "Calm down, bud. We knew you were overwhelmed with work; we didn't want to cause you any more stress."

"We?"

"Yes, I am sorry. Perhaps it was not the best decision in retrospect, but in the moment, we felt it was."

Mr. Liely calmed down and soon sat down to join his cousin in conversation with Ms. Haddock.

Green eyes landed on him, and the gentleman walked over. Jackson looked down and fiddled with straightening his already flawless waistcoat. He felt the warmth radiating off the gentleman's body when he stopped next to him.

"Did you mean that?" he asked, looking up and focusing on the small group talking across the room. "What you just said?"

"Yes."

The young Mr. Overland nodded and pressed his lips together. His roaming eyes glanced over a steal-eyed Ms. Vickson. His eyes froze on hers.

Her lips curled downwards in a disapproving scowl before turning away.

_What?_

His mind flashed back to the young woman clinging to Mr. Haddock the first time he had laid eyes on them, and the way she attached herself and pulled for his attention at Dreki Vollr. He glanced over at the freckled gentleman that stood silently at his side before flickering his eyes back to Ms. Vickson.

_Is she jealous?_ He wondered. He felt his lips curling into a smirk at the thought. He found himself enjoying Mr. Haddock's attention now.

"Mr. Overland."

"Yes?" he asked, his gaze going back to Ms. Vickson.

"I heard that the militia had left Burgess. It must be a great loss to your sisters."

Jackson swallowed before he dared answer; he definitely shouldn't mention Mary's travels in this company. "Of course," he said, "The militia always brings a lively company to town, and it can be refreshing and informative. They bring stories to entertain the young and the old. I feel the whole of Burgess feels their loss, not just by sisters."

He decided it wasn't best to mention one person's company in particular in the presence of Mr. and Ms. Haddock. His mind hitched. _Why am I worrying about them so much?_

A warm hand rested on his shoulder as Mr. Haddock announced, "Let's move in to the dining room, shall we?"

A mumbling consent arose from the party; everyone who sat rose to their feet. They followed the gentleman of the house out of the room. Once they reached the dining room, everyone took their designated seat. Jackson found himself several seats down from and on the right of Mr. Haddock from where he sat at the head of the table.

Dinner proved delicious but rather dull. Jackson didn't know any of the guests who sat around him, and he forgot their names and occupations instantaneously. He found himself glancing up to watch Mr. Haddock as he ate and interacted with his guests. Occasionally, brown would meet green, and they'd duck away quickly to focus on his plate.

All too soon, dinner ended and the conversation in the drawing room after had fallen to a drone as those staying at Berk slowly but surely made their way to their rooms. When only Jackson, the Haddock's, Liely, Ms. Vickson and a few other stragglers remained, the young man decided it was time to bid the group farewell. Ms. Vickson and the strangers gave him impersonal and cold good-byes while Ms. Haddock and Mr. Liely were kind and enthusiastic about meeting again. Mr. Haddock led him to the front door where Mr. Edmund retrieved his coat and hat.

"It was a pleasure having you, Mr. Overland." The lopsided smile curled his lips.

Jackson throat constricted; he just nodded in response before walking out and waiting for his carriage.

He was surprised to see the door finally closing and Mr. Haddock leaving his sight once he had gotten settled and began his return journey.
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><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-One<strong>

He slept surprisingly well with everything that had happened last night. He awoke to the gentle poking of the sun's light in his eyes. His jaw stretched open as he sucked in a large breath and quickly exhaled it in a yawn. Sitting up, he ruffled his hair and stretch his arms upwards before slowly bring them down to his sides. Jackson felt a smile curl his lips as happiness gurgled in his chest; he wasn't sure why, but after everything, he was going to enjoy it to its fullest.

Throwing off his covers, he leapt to his feet and dashed to his closet. He selected his garments for the day and quickly slipped them on. He made his way to the vanity and poured some water into the basin that sat upon it. He stuck his hands in, cupped the lukewarm water in the palms of his hands, and splashed it on his face. With eyes shut to ward off stray water droplets, he reached out blindly for the bar of soap. When his fingers made contact with it, he rubbed it fiercely between the palms of his hands before setting it down. He rubbed the suds over his face and rinsed them off. He snatched a hand-towel and dried his face. Then, he dunked a corner of the towel into the pitcher of water and wiped his teeth with the dampened material.

Once he was done, he gave his reflection a smirk before leaving the room. Jackson made his way to the dining room where his aunt and uncle already sat eating. He gave his aunt a peck on the cheek before slipping into his seat, gathering a piece of toast and slathering it with butter.

"Your uncle and I are going for a walk around town. Will you join us?" Mrs. Clause asked as he took a bite.

He chewed and swallowed. "I think I will stay in today. I brought a novel, and I have yet to read it past the first page."

"All right, dear. You must be exhausted from the dinner last night, especially with so little sleep. Was last night better?"

"Yes."

She smiled and nodded her head. Wiping her mouth cleaned, she called for a servant to bring her her bonnet. "Are you sure you do not wish to come?" she asked.

"Gracious, woman," her husband boomed with a mighty laugh. "Let the boy eat!"

She flinched in embarrassment. "Sorry," she apologized.

"It is quite fine," he assured her around another bite of toast.

The servant returned and his aunt took her requested item with a word thanks. Standing, she urged her husband to do the same.

"Oh, before I forget, you received a letter this morning from Emma," she said as she tied the ribbons on her bonnet. Her eyes pointed towards the small parcel resting at the end of the table on a silver dish.

Jackson nodded in recognition.

Mrs. Clause grasped ahold of her husband's arm as he declared, "Let's go!" and led her out the room and down the hall to the door.

The young man chuckled at his aunt and uncle's enthusiasm. He dusted his hands and stood up, leaning over to reach the letter. He plopped back down in his seat with a heavy huff and broke the seal. Jackson pulled the parchment out and unfolded it; then, he set to reading the shaky, curled handwriting.

.

"Dearest Jack,

I had wished not to disturb you during your travels—you so desperately needed to escape the troubles that this family brought as well as your own affairs, and I hope these things have occurred. However, I could not bring myself to hold off on telling you this any longer. Our dear Mary has run away with Mr. Fitzherbert. Mrs. McIntosh informed us a few days ago; she assured Father and Mother that her husband was out looking for them. Father immediately set out to search for her. We have yet to hear anything from him.

I hope for the best and that this has been nothing more than a misunderstanding. She left a few lines prior to her leaving of their plans, but we have yet to hear from them. I had never anticipated Mary to be one to wed so soon—I truthfully expected her to remain quite single, exploring the world as she always claimed she would do—but one can hope that Mr. Fitzherbert persuaded her. I can only pray that his intentions are noble. You know Mary as well as I; she is brash and stubborn and will quickly jump into anything if she takes interest, and I fear he may have taken advantage of this.

I do not know if what I write is still legible. We are all quite shaken here, and Mother has not stopped wailing. Sarah has tried to console her to no avail. I do not wish to pull you away from your travels, but I implore you to return with Aunt and Uncle. Father could use his help in searching."

.

Jackson checked the date on the letter; it was dated three days ago. His blood ran cold. Mary had been missing for nearly a week. He jumped to his feet, his knees wobbling and knocking against each other and the table. "I need to find my uncle!" he cried.

He dashed into the hall and towards the door and collided into a narrow body. Fingers grasped ahold of his shoulders and held him up. Warmth poured into his chilled body.

Jackson glanced up to meet bright green eyes.

"Mr. Overland, is something wrong?" he asked earnestly.

"I beg your pardon, but I must go. I need to find Mr. Clause. It is a matter of urgency," he stumbled out through, his heaving chest as he struggled to push himself upright.

"Odin's beard! What's the matter?" Mr. Haddock exclaimed, abandoning politeness to express his concern. "I won't hold you back, but please, allow me or a servant to go after him. You are not well enough; you can't go in this condition."

Jackson hesitated. He felt his worry sapping the strength from his bones and sinews. His head lolled forward until it rested against a bony shoulder. He took a deep breath before pulling together the small bit of strength he had left to push himself away, but he didn't make it far. Arms cradled his shoulder and led him into the drawing room where he was gently deposited in a chair.

Mr. Haddock called for the servant and quickly sent her to town to fetch Mr. and Mrs. Clause from their walk. He then knelt in front of Jackson and said, "Let me call a maid. Are you ill? Is there anything I could get you to bring some relief? Perhaps a glass of scotch, or brandy. Shall I get you one?" A warm hand pressed against his forehead.

Jackson waved him away, his pride not allowing him to give in to the attention. His eyes focused on his knees. "No, thank you. I am quite well, only distressed by some news I just received from home," he finished saying through his constricting throat.

He felt the tears bristling around the corners of his eyes, but he couldn't cry, not here, not in front of him. He took a shuddering breath and dared to glance up. Muted green eyes held his gaze. Lips were pulled back in a soft frown.

Mr. Haddock reached upwards and brushed his thumb underneath his eyes, collecting the moisture and wiping it off on his pant leg. He pulled out a handkerchief and offered it to Mr. Overland.

The young man took it gratefully and blew his nose. "I just received a letter from Emma this morning. There's no use in keeping it silent; I'm sure the whole town knows—soon the whole country might. My youngest sister, Mary, has run off—eloped possibly. God, I hope she's eloped; I'd prefer it to what else could happen. You see, the one she ran off with is no other than Mr. Fitzherbert. You know better than I to doubt what may occur. She has no money or connections, nothing that could prompt him to tie himself to her. She is ruined."

Mr. Haddock stared at him with wide eyes that blinked slowly.

Jackson ground his teeth together. "When I think that I could have stopped this from happening." He leaned over, propping his elbows on his knees and cradling his head in his hands. "If I had just mentioned what I knew—not all, of course, but some. Had she'd known what his true character to be, this might never have happened."

"Yes, well, this is just great," the gentleman huffed sarcastically. "But are you absolutely certain?" he implored earnestly.

"As sure as I can be. They left the military camp near a week ago. No one has heard from either since nor caught sight of."

"I am truly sorry for this, Mr. Overland. What has been done so far to find her?"

"Mrs. McIntosh and her husband searched. My father recently went to Corona to join them. Emma wrote to request my uncle come to assist him." Jackson's eyes darted to the door, hoping to see the man and his wife stumble in. "I hope we can leave shortly after they arrive."

Mr. Haddock remained in solemn silence.

"God, if I had just said something," he growled, his fingers clawing at the roots of his hair. "If I had just warned Mary. I knew she was going there. I knew he would more than likely be there as well. If only I had said something and not placed my wavering trust in Mrs. McIntosh to watch her. I made such a stupid, wretched mistake."

No vocal reply came from Mr. Haddock; he had gotten to his feet and, after squeezing Jackson's shoulder, took to pacing the length of the room. His air was dark and troubled, and it didn't take the young Mr. Overland long to figure out what the source of it was. Here he was, trapped in the company and association of a family that was declining rapidly in merit. He couldn't bring himself to blame the gentleman.

After several minutes he paused in his pacing and turned to address him. "I am sure you would prefer if I withdrew now. I have nothing to plead that I stay except my concern; I wish I could offer you consolation during this time, but I do not believe I am the one for that."

Jackson's stomach churned. His fingers twitched, aching to grab ahold of his lapel and pull the gentleman to him. He wanted to kiss him, to just forget everything, but he couldn't. He had to focus on his sister.

"I had originally come here at my sister's request, to extend an invitation, but I feel you will not be paying Berk today."

"Oh," Jackson breathed. "Yes, please do apologize to her for me. Tell her that urgent business called us home. Try and conceal the truth as long as possible."

"Certainly," he assured him with a nod of his head. Mr. Haddock danced around the doorway that led out to the hall.

"Please, do not feel that you must stay with me. I am sure you have other matters of business to attend to," Jackson said.

"Yes," the gentleman drawled out. "Um, yes, I should leave you. I wish you a safe return trip, and I hope this finds a happy resolution."

"Thank you." He allowed himself a small smile.

Mr. Haddock returned a sad, lopsided one and ducked out of the door, but not before colliding with the doorframe first.

Jackson let out a small puff of a laugh.

Not too long after the gentleman had left, Mr. and Mrs. Clause returned at the heels of the servant that had been sent to fetch them. His aunt flittered around him nervously poking and prodding once again in examination. He waved off her worry, insisting that he was fine—it was not him who had befallen trouble. In halting words, he repeated the content of Emma's letter to them.

He was met by stunned silence.

Mr. Clause was the first to speak, his voice ricocheting around the room, "We will leave now. I must help your father. Mary must be found."

"I pray before something happens," his wife agreed.

Jackson nodded and set about to pack so that they could leave within the hour. Guilt gnawed his stomach. If only had had said something about Mr. Fitzherbert earlier…
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><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Two<strong>

The cold had frosted the pane of the window. The weather outside the white-crisped glass was gray and dreary. Despite the ever dipping temperature, no snow had fallen from the heavy clouds that hung in the sky.

Jackson sighed; his breath taking visible form as the cloud of air collided with the glass before rolling out back into his face. He rested his forehead against the coldness, and shut his eyes. Mary had been gone for nearly a fortnight without any sign. His father and uncle had been scouring everywhere they could think of. When he had returned home, he had tried to join his uncle and aunt in going to search for her, but he had been told to stay with the family. His mother and sisters need a strong male to keep them up during this trying time.

Damn tripe, that's what that was.

His family would be fine.

Well, his sisters were handling it fine; they were too focused on keeping their mother sane to wallow much in their own worry.

He felt so damn helpless sitting here.

His fingers curled together; his short nails cutting crescent shapes into the palm of his hands. His lips pressed together in a thin line.

He could help. He knew her. They could use another set of eyes. He certainly was old enough to go out and search. He _should_ be taking on responsibility, but _that_ wasn't happening. Mr. Overland wasn't quick to teach his son much more than the basics because his property was to be taken after his death. Yet, his father never once thought that maybe if he taught his son better and let him look at the books, he could find a way to pay off the debt to Mr. Black so that the family could keep the house. He _could do something_. He wasn't irresponsible—fun loving, sure, but not irresponsible.

A dark horse pounded up the drive, hooves clattering against the frozen ground. The figure atop it pulled the creature to a halt and lept off.

His father was back.

Alone.

His stomach dropped.

He jumped to his feet and raced to the front door. He threw it open and stepped out in time to hear his father ordering a servant to return the horse to the barn. Mr. Overland pulled of his riding gloves and pushed passed Jackson and into the house.

"Father?" he questioned, spinning on his heel to follow the man inside.

The man just strode down the hall into his study.

His mother and sisters had apparently been alerted to his arrival because they paraded down the stairs and invaded his study.

"Oh, dear Mr. Overland, where's my daughter?"

"We haven't found her yet," he answered curtly.

"Then why have you returned?" Jackson's mother cried. "Why aren't you still searching for her? Bring my daughter back to me!"

"Quiet, woman!" he roared.

Mrs. Overland whimpered and curled in on her eldest daughter.

"Father, Mamma is just worried," Emma tried to soothe.

"We all are," he said. "But, worrying isn't going to help us. Your uncle's still in Corona searching. I have business I've been neglecting I need to attend to. So, please, if I could be left alone."

The women filed out of the room, but Jackson remained.

"Why don't I head out and help Uncle Clause?"

"No."

"Why can't I?"

"Because you're not going to get involved with this."

"Well, I've got to help with something. You just can't leave me alone like this. Teach me how to keep down household affairs, so you can go back out."

"Not now, Jackson."

"Father—"

"Not now. Please, leave me alone."

Jackson growled and stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him. He barreled towards the front door and blazed out, leaving his coat behind.

The cold air nipped at his skin in friendly welcome. He took a deep breath; the air needling the inside of his lungs. It was painful but refreshing. He could always count on the cold. Jackson closed his eyes and tried to push all his troubles from his mind. The moment they were unchained, green eyes came unbidden to the forefront of his mind.

"No." He cursed and opened his eyes.

He was restless and couldn't do anything to settle his mind. With an aggravated huff, he turned around and went back inside.

Several days later a messenger pounded on the front door with a letter from Corona came for Mr. Overland. The rest of the family gathered in the study as he read the news from Mr. Clause.

.

"Greetings brother,

I wished to inform you that our dear Mary has been found, still within the company of Mr. Fitzherbert. The two had plans of travelling to India of all places. Thankfully, I discovered them before they boarded their ship. We managed to settle on an agreement, and they will be married the day after next. Mary is currently staying with my wife until then, and he with me. Once the ceremony has ended, we will send the couple up to visit with you for the holiday.

N. Clause"

.

"Oh, rejoice. Happy day!" Mrs. Overland exclaimed, clapping her hands together. Even her husband allowed himself a small smile in relief.

Emma clasped ahold of Sarah. Tears glittered in both of their eyes. Jackson laughed and wrapped his arms around his sisters.

Knocking at the front door broke the family apart. After a moment, a servant entered with a letter for Emma.

A slight frown creased her eyebrows as she opened it. The crease slowly disappeared as her eyebrows lifted in surprise. She turned to look at her family and said, "It's from Ms. Vickson. Apparently, Mr. Liely and his party are returning at the end of the week for the holiday."

"Well, it certainly doesn't matter to this family," Mrs. Overland said, sticking her nose in the air.

Jackson rested his hand on his sister's arm. "Are you okay?"

She nodded. "I'm fine. I just…wonder is all."

"You don't have to see him."

"I know."
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><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Three<strong>

"Mary!"

His mother's screeching cry filled the house as the woman ran down the stairs and pushed the servant out of the way, opening the door herself.

"Oh my dear baby girl is back!" she cried.

"Ma," Mary groaned, but she allowed herself to be enwrapped in smothering arms.

Jackson walked into the entryway and leaned against the wall, watching the display. Emma and Sarah stood on the stairs; his father was nowhere to be seen.

"My precious daughter is back! And with such a handsome husband," she continued with her gleeful spew.

Mr. Fitzherbert stepped up behind his new wife, filling the doorway. A smile curled his lips. "Thank you, ma'am. You flatter me too much."

"Oh!" She let out as she reached out and patted his cheek. "Come in. Come in. Oh my dear, you must be so tired." Mrs. Overland turned and tugged her daughter along with her, past Jackson and into the living room. "It's such a long ride. And to image, your uncle forcing you back immediately after the ceremony. You two probably didn't have any time to relax."

"I'm fine, Ma. We rode part of—"

"You rode! My dear, you can't be doing that."

Jackson shook his head. He peered up through his long locks to his sisters. Sarah made her way into the living room, and Emma followed, pausing to squeeze his shoulder and give him a small smile before leaving him alone with his new brother.

His eyes flashed over to the man who still stood in the doorway; luggage stacked around his feet. "Grab your bags and come in. It is rude to hover at the door."

Mr. Fitzherbert obeyed with a flashy smile. A servant snuck by and shut the door behind him, took his jacket and baggage before leaving the two alone. The man rubbed his hands together as he walked towards Jackson. "So, imagine that. We're brothers now. Who would have seen that coming? I certainly didn't, quite an ordeal. Don't look so glum, I'm the one stuck with your sister now," he said, widening his smile and leaning into the brunet in a playful manner.

"You put yourself into that situation," Jackson bit out.

The man let out a punctured breath that sounded like an attempt to laugh. "Ha. Look, no hard feelings between us, right? We are the only ones who can see the truth of Mr. Haddock."

"Truth is based on perspective," he replied, turning away from Mr. Fitzherbert and going into the living room.

His mother was practically sitting on her youngest daughter; she had squeezed herself tightly against the girl on the couch leaving enough room for Sarah to sit as well. Emma sat in one of the chairs near the fire. Jackson took the one next to her as the newest edition to the family sat on the end of the chaise, propping his elbow on its only arm.

"I wish I had been there for the ceremony. Of course, it probably was not anything notable. We will have to have a proper one soon—perhaps after the holidays. A nice winter wedding. Ivory and pale blue," Mrs. Overland yammered on.

"Ma, there's no need. The service was fine."

"Fine? Acceptable, perhaps, at most. Without your family there it could never be more than acceptable."

Mary's lips curled. Her bright eyes darted to the ceiling.

"We could easily speak with Pastor John after the Christmas service to see when he would be available. I would have to work out a suitable dinner; something fresher than the dinner everyone had for the holiday. They'll be so tired of parties by then."

"Ma," Mary cut in, "we are leaving after the holidays."

"You…You are what?" she asked.

A knock on the door dismissed her youngest from answering. She leapt to her feet and peered out the window, pushing the thin curtain from the frosted pane.

"Who is it, Mary?" Emma asked.

"A messenger. Poor man, delivering messages with that saddle. I hope he is not travelling far."

The door opened out in the hallway. Muffled words float to the group before it shut. The servant passed by on his way to Mr. Overland's study with a letter in hand.

"Perhaps it is from Uncle," Sarah suggested.

The explanation was enough to tide all but one in the group over, and they returned to the conversation, Mary's comment now forgotten. Within no time though, Mrs. Overland's buzzing curiosity was settled by the entrance of the servant. He held out a tray containing an envelope with a broken seal and a piece of parchment appearing to have been tossed onto it haphazardly.

"Ma'am, the master requested you read this."

She stared at the young man with wide eyes before snatching the piece of parchment. Unfolding it, her eyes scanned the words, growing larger with each new word.

"Who is it from?" Mary asked, threading her arms through her mother's and resting her chin on the woman's shoulder.

"Mr. Liely."

Emma perked up at the words. Something glimmered briefly through her eyes that Jackson couldn't discern before it vanished. His sister leaned forward, inclining her chin as she waited for their mother to say more.

"What does the gentleman say?" Mr. Fitzherbert asked.

"He apologizes for not being able to extend his invitation in person because he is engaged in business and preparations for a Christmas Eve Gala. He states that he would be _humbled and delightfully happy_ if we were to accept his invitation."

"Oh, a ball! How wonderful!" Mary smiled. "What a wonderful way to be welcomed back."

"It is not for you," Jackson said.

She arched an eyebrow. "I know that, Jack."

"What a perfect opportunity to show off your husband. We must not allow anyone to see him before them. What a thrill! You will be the talk of the evening."

Mary's face fell briefly while her husband's brightened. "Make it a moment to remember, I like it," he said, his lips curling into a smile.

Jackson was about to make a comment about not going—he wasn't certain Emma would be eager to go—but Sarah beat him to it in her slight, suggestive way that he admired.

"I for one am not too eager to be thrust back into his company. Nothing against his character, of course; he is quite pleasant. How about you, Emma?" Sarah asked.

She smiled gently and took a moment to study the flames that licked the logs sitting in the fireplace.

"I think attending might be a nice change of pace." She turned back to face her family. "We have not yet had time nor cause to celebrate prior and now we do."

"Yes. That is the proper spirit!" her mother commended. "We should put you in the evergreen dress. Mr. Liely will see then what he discarded so quickly and will truly regret it."

Jackson sighed and rubbed a hand over his face. Going to a Gala at Dreki Vollr guaranteed only one thing: he was going to see Mr. Haddock again. He wasn't sure how he felt about this. Well, he couldn't discern what he felt _meant_. At the thought of seeing the tall, gangly man again and meeting those bright green eyes, his heart sputtered erratically in his chest and his stomach burn as it did when his father permitted him to try a glass of the rum he had imported.

His mother continued on with her babble until dinner was announced. She paused only long enough to see the group and her husband seated around the table; then, she was right back at it.

Jackson unfolded his napkin and set it on his lap. His eyes darted over to Mary who sat at his right.

"Father," she said.

"Yes?" he asked, eager for a distraction from his prattling wife.

"I am a married woman now. Surely, I should be allowed a glass of wine with my meal."

The brunet had to choke back a hoot of laughter. There was the Mary he missed and worried over.

Their father's eyebrows pulled together to form a bushy, gray caterpillar. "Not under my roof."

His wife took the tangent to admonish him and to order a servant to fill her glass before returning back to all the possible outcomes and meanings of the invitation to the Mr. Liely's Christmas Eve Gala.

Mary smiled as her glass was filled with the claret liquid. She reached over and took a sip. Her lips puckered at the taste before she gracefully set it back down.

"So, Mary, was the ceremony at least acceptable?" he asked, wanting to know that it wasn't a stain on her memories.

She nodded. "It was a decently pleasant ceremony. A brooding Mr. Haddock certainly didn't make it any better…" The muscles in her face went slack before contracting quickly. "Whoops."

Jackson's heart flapped wildly against his ribcage. "Mr. Haddock was there?"

She nibbled at her lip and took another sip of wine, repeating her previous expression. "Yes, I wasn't supposed to tell, but I already have, hmm?" A smirk pulled at her lips. She rested her elbow on the arm of her chair and leaned closer to him. "You enjoy gossip, hmm? Well, Mr. Haddock was the one who found us. He came down on Mr. Fitzherbert in such a furry—it was quite scary actually. Well, he claimed we had to marry at once; it wasn't proper us being together as we were and all." She waved a hand flippantly with a roll of her eyes. "Us, planning to hop aboard the next ship bound to India to split the cost, and then part ways as pleasant acquaintances. Neither one of us was looking for anything more than a get-away, and he had to ruin that," she hissed. "Honestly, the damn man is so annoying."

"Curb your tongue, Mary," he reprimanded, though he couldn't decide if it was because of her unladylike language or because of her ridiculing Mr. Haddock.

"Oh, come off it, Jack. If anyone understands that, it's you. You cannot deny he is the most annoying, self-serving man there is. "Not proper", "ruin my family's good name", ha!" She flinched away from the volume her voice had reached. Her eyes scanned the table to make sure no one was looking. Their mother was still on her monologue that their sisters were dutifully listening to and their father skillfully ignoring. Mary's husband's eyes darted over them for a moment for turning back to his dysfunctional family.

Mary took another sip of wine before continuing, "Mr. Fitzherbert confided with me that Mr. Haddock as always been prodding into his life since his father died—jealousy and all."

"Did Mr. Fitzherbert really only want a companion on the voyage to India?"

"If by companion you mean someone to split the cost of those horrendously expensive cabins, that's what he claimed. I have no reason not to believe him. Mr. Elcott and his esteemed wife Mrs. Anne Elcott," she smiled. "Those were the names we were going to use so that no one could find us until we wanted them to. We still plan to head there after we finish with this horrid holiday. Of course, we will be using our own names now. No reason to hide anymore. I am a married woman. As long as my husband agrees, my family cannot protest. I must admit, having a husband may be handy."

"You used to love this holiday." The moment the words left his lips he chided himself. There were so many troubles to be addressed in her statement, and he picked her dislike of Christmas.

"I did, until it became overwhelmed with Ma nagging me 'to do this' and 'wear that'."

"But why did you tell Mrs. McIntosh that you were to wed? Why come up with such an elaborate plan?"

"Oh, come off it already, Jack!" She sighed. "No one would truly believe that we could leave as acquaintances and stay as nothing more, so I wrote those lines to ease any fears. Cleary, that did not happen."

"What about India? When you came back?"

"I was going to write once I arrived that things had not worked, and we were quite separated. I would just remain in India, or travel somewhere else. I had not really planned much. But, now I'm stuck with a husband. Thank God he enjoys travelling as much as I do."

Jackson nodded and let Mary begin eating the food she had been eyeing throughout their entire conversation. His fingers tapped against the edge of the table. "One more question."

She groaned and set down her just filled fork. "What is it?"

"Did Mr. Haddock really put in such effort?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I told you. He has always been obsessed with Eugene's," she paused to break into a smile, "that's his first name, imagine—Anyways, he's been obsessed with his life. I assume this area was no different. And then, he had the nerve to bring me into it as well. I swear, Jack, he is nearly as persistent as you." She nodded to herself and finally started to eat, leaving Jackson puzzled.

He sat back and set his utensils across his plate. He didn't think he could eat; his stomach kept skipping through his abdomen.
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**Hey everyone! Look at this, a new chapter! Christmas break is now upon me, so fingers crossed I can finish the next three chapters. Perhaps an epilogue as well?**

**I hope you enjoy! And good luck to you not yet done with school and working through finals!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Four<strong>

_Here we go_, Jackson thought to himself as he clamored out of the carriage and turned around to offer his hand to Emma. She smiled in quiet thanks, brushing her hand over his shoulder in serene understanding before heading off to follow their parents up to the entrance of Dreki Vollr. Next, he lowered Sarah to the ground and threaded her arm through his. Mr. Fitzherbert stepped out and whistled at the sight before him.

Warm light blared through all viewable windows, patching the ground with yellow squares. Each window displayed three burning candles nestled in boughs of evergreens and ivy. The past midwinter night might mean shorter nights now, but the six o'clock afternoon was already cloaked in darkness. The chilled air was filled with puffs of warm breathes from the multitude of servants, guests and their horses.

Jackson's chest squeezed. A few more steps and he'd be through the doors. Mr. Haddock would be through those doors, mingling with guests. Scratch that. He couldn't imagine him mingling; he would prefer to keep to himself to avoid the social embarrassment he'd convinced himself would fall upon him if he opened his mouth to speak. Part of Jackson wondered why. _Why_ was he so sure that he would be in error that the he had to avoid all but close friends, all the while doing nothing for his image? _Why_ wasn't he able to loosen up and mingle? He was sure the gentleman would be an enjoyable addition to conversations if he would embrace his occasional lap in social grace. _Perhaps, _he wondered_, he never tries because no one outside of his friends give him the opportunity._

"Shame I hadn't been here before. I bet Mr. Liely throws some wild parties," the gentleman said.

"Overall, they are quite boring. The music is dull and so are the people. We will probably be one of the only pockets of amusement," Mary said as she climbed from the carriage without any assistance, looking quite pleased with herself for doing so. "Granted, Mr. Liely is a sweet man, but he's too gentle to be boisterous. He and Emma are truly a perfect match."

Mr. Fitzherbert laughed and offered his arm to his wife. "Shall we?"

She smirked and accepted it. "We shall. Are you coming, Sarah, Jack?" she asked over her shoulder.

"Right behind you," he said as he led his sister up the stairs and to the doors.

Once they were inside, a butler reached for their coats and shawls. The young man who took Jackson coat folded it carelessly over his arm, creasing it where it shouldn't bend. The young Mr. Overland was content to let it slip: they had enough to worry about. He'd rather his coat being sloppily handled than one belonging to someone who would act viciously.

But that hoped was slammed to the wind when a familiar voice cried out, "Crikey! You'll crease that, mate!"

The young man shrunk away from broad shouldered butler from Berk who was barreling towards him, his small eyes narrowed in annoyance. The dark haired man snatched the coat away and painstakingly corrected it, smoothing out the wrinkles.

"Who's was this?" he demanded.

The poor boy whimpered as he pointed at Jackson.

"I am sorry, sir—Oh, it's you."

He froze. Jackson wasn't entirely sure why; he felt guilty, being caught in this environment. "Mr. Edmund, a pleasure. May I enquire as to why you have abandoned your post at Berk?"

He snickered. "Funny. My services were requested and obviously needed." He brandished Jackson's coat to emphasize his point.

The young man smiled, and the butler started to return the gesture before his eyes caught sight of the man standing behind Jackson. The beady glare darted back to him, clearly demanding to know why he was here and blaming Jackson for having the gall to be associated with him. He wasn't sure how much Mr. Edmund knew of any sort of relationship between Mr. Haddock and himself, but he must have thought they were close enough for Jackson to refuse to associate with a sworn enemy. Part of him felt the same. After knowing, he wished he was able to purge the man from his life, but that was difficult when he was now his brother-in-law.

Jackson glanced over his shoulder to see the look Mr. Fitzherbert was giving the butler. With a deep swallow, he squeezed Mary's hand and pulled her along, whispering in her ear.

"My sister and her new husband," he said. He felt like he had to explain.

Mr. Edmund arched an eyebrow as if questioning why Jackson felt the need to say that.

The young man cleared his throat, giving his sister's hand a light tap. "Let us join the others, Sarah."

She nodded and, with a quiet nod to the butler, allowed herself to be led into the ballroom.

The high ceilings were dripping garlands of evergreen branches twisted with holly and ivy. The sting of rosemary assaulted his novels. The fireplace on the opposite end of the room roared with life; a large log with branches still poking out from the barky center sat nearby. The Yule Log. Tall candelabras stood sentinel an equal distance around the perimeter of the room. He spied a kissing bough over the doorway: the evergreens were bundled together with twine; the underside displayed five round apples and paper flowers were nestled among the sharp needles. There appeared to be others placed in various positions around the ballroom.

A string quartet sat perched atop a raised platform in a far corner. Their music stands and chairs were draped in ivy and holly. Jackson arched an eyebrow. That had to be frustrating to work around. Just as the thought flickered across his mind, the violinist knocked a leaf off his music sheet with a disgruntled scowl before awaiting his entrance in the piece. The multitude of dancers was oblivious to any discomfort the musicians were suffering at their expense. Couples wove in and out between each other, delicately touching their partner in a subtle sign of affection and interest.

"The servants must have put in quite an effort to put this all up today," he said.

Sarah nodded.

Jackson scanned the crowd, searching for their family. Mr. Fitzherbert and his sister were already on the floor, flitting among the other couples. His father sat on one of the chairs draped in red ribbon that sat along the walls. His mother stood at his shoulder, yammering away—most likely about who was with whom, which families had yet to make an appearance, which family would not be making an appearance, who had come out and who had yet to come out, and any other social detail she deemed important enough to put effort into remembering. He spied Emma sitting next to their father, politely listening to their mother.

"Shall we go save Emma from, Mother?" he asked Sarah.

She offered him a small but reprimanding smile as they headed over to their family. Emma greeted them with a gentle smile; their parents hardly noticed the new additions. Sarah perched on the chair next to her older sister.

"How are you doing?" he asked her.

She smiled softly. "Quite well. Mother is quite put off, though, because our host has yet to make an appearance. Apparently, no one has seen him yet."

"Hm," Jackson pushed out between his closed lips. "Has anyone else of the house been spotted yet?"

Emma opened her mouth to respond before it clacked shut as her eyes darted around him. He glanced over his shoulder to spy the man in question approaching them with Mr. Haddock close on his heels.

The gentlemen stopped next to him.

"It's pleasure to see you all again," Mr. Liely said with a greeting to each individual member of the family. "Ms. Overland, would you grace me with your presence for the next dance?" he asked, outstretching a hand to the eldest Overland child.

Taking a deep breath, Emma nodded and accepted his hand. She stood up and let him lead her out onto the dance floor.

Mr. Haddock looked down at Sarah and held his hand out to her. "Dance?" he asked.

The young girl blinked. Her eyes flitted to Jackson as if asking his permission to accept the invitation.

He smiled. "What are you looking at me for? Mr. Haddock was the one who asked you."

Sarah's lips curved slightly as she took the gentleman's offered hand and followed him to the floor.

His warm eyes followed the couple dancing, but he found himself focusing on the long fingers brushing against his sister and wishing he was her. He found himself yearning to be the one he gently caressed among the throngs of dancers as they weaved in and out, speaking at first in pleasantries and then soft nothings that warmed his heart though they added nothing to his knowledge. He wanted those green irises to focus on his face.

He blinked and shook his head, glancing over to Mr. Liely and Emma. He couldn't be thinking that way. He shouldn't be. It was too late. It was wrong.

Yet, he found his eyes drifting back to the freckled face and his heart clenched in his chest. He took a deep breath and turned around, searching for the balcony. He found the door leading out onto it and stepped out, shutting the door behind him.

The air had chilled significantly. His breath poured from his lips and nostrils in gray puffs of air before dissipating into the darkness. A sliver of moon cast an eerie silver glow around him. He rubbed his arms and walked over to the banister and pressed himself against it. His face flushed with heat to defend against the cold, and he was happy that for once he couldn't attribute the blush to a certain green-eyed gentleman.

The music faded in the ballroom before it picked up again.

The door behind him opened and shut quietly.

"Aren't I supposed to be the one moping around dances while you busy yourself with more dances than any one heart can handle?"

Jackson spun around, his eyes wide and heart spluttering.

The gentleman chuckled at his expression. "No worries, I won't share your secret."

He cleared his throat and looked up to the sky before turning around to stare out at the grounds. He knew Mr. Haddock was referring to him ducking out of the dance, but part of him felt like the comment was directed at everything: the gentleman's feelings for him, his feelings in general, the whole immorality of their situation. He trusted him not to say anything. Why would he? He would expose himself at the same time.

He heard a quiet cough. "I see that Mary's situation turned out for the best."

Biting his lip, Jackson leaned down, resting his elbows on the balustrade. "Yes, thankfully." He wanted to broach the topic of the gentleman's involvement. He wanted to thank him for all that he had done. He wanted to clear up everything between them. He wanted to know if he still felt the same. He just wanted those arms around him.

But, he couldn't say anything. All the words, all the questions were in his mouth, but his lips wouldn't open. He couldn't do this. He couldn't be so close to him. He could feel the body heat radiating of his body and hitting his back. He couldn't do this. This couldn't happen.

He stood and straightened his waistcoat. "As you brought to my attention, I have been neglecting my duty. I will not do so any longer." He turned and stepped to walk away, but a hand pressed against his chest, fingers wrapped over his shoulder, and halted his progress.

"I would hate to detain you much longer, but you would be of no use until this dance was over." He paused.

Jackson watched his Adam's apple bob. His eyes darted up to lock on the scar that looped underneath the gentleman's lips. His fingers twitched, wanting to trace it before he let his own lips graze over it.

"I have something for you," he said, removing his hand from Jackson's chest and he found himself missing the warmth.

"Hm?"

"A gift," he clarified, lifting his hand to eye-level to display a small black box; a thin silver ribbon was wrapped around it artfully.

"What is it?" Jackson asked dumbly.

There was that lopsided smirk. "Imagine not knowing what was in a gift. And here I thought the enjoyment was in the surprise." His expression grew serious. "Do you not want it?

"No," he replied a bit quicker than he had planned.

He saw the satisfied smile.

He frowned and took the box, turning it over in his hands. "Do you want me to open it now or not?"

"Whichever you prefer."

Jackson's breath hitched as he looked up to meet green eyes reflecting the moonlight. "Now," he whispered.

He lowered his eyes to the gift. His fingers hovered over the ribbon. It was so beautifully done; it would be a shame to ruin it. However, he couldn't open the box without removing the ribbon, so with a heavy heart he started to untie it.

"Is something the matter?"

"I hate to ruin it. It was done so nicely."

"Perhaps I may bring you boxes of tied ribbons in the future."

Jackson smiled as he pulled off the silver ribbon with a lighter heart now that he had a near-promise of more to come.

"Jackson! I have—" Emma cried, shoving open the door. She froze at the sight of them. "Oh." She blinked, fumbling over her words. "I am so sorry, I intruded. I will leave you two alone."

Mr. Haddock smiled and stepped away from the other, straightening his coat. "No worries, Ms. Overland. Your brother and I had just finished. You are more than welcomed to take him for yourself. Mr. Overland, a joy as always." With a swift bow, the gentleman left the siblings, shutting the door behind him.

Jackson pocketed the box before his sister could see it.

"Jack, would you like to say—"

"I believe you had something to say?"

She blinked and shook her head. "Yes," she said stepping forward. She took a deep breath. "You are the first I am telling, and I hope you will be supportive."

"Emma," he implored her, grabbing ahold of her upper arms, "When have I been anything other than supportive?"

She smiled and patted his cheek. "Jack, Mr. Liely and I are engaged."

"Pardon?"

Her smile widened. "Mr. Liely asked for my hand in marriage. I accepted."

"Really?" he asked, his lips twisting upwards to match hers.

"Yes. He told me how he had been ill advised in many things, but now he was going to follow his heart. He felt like he could trust that advice, and Mr. Haddock entreated him to come back and make amends. I know you don't particularly care for him, Jack, but I owe him so much. I don't know what—Jack? Jack? Jack, are you alright?"

He hadn't realized his expression had slackened until she was speaking to him. "Yes. I am quite fine. Just taking everything in."

"What is that?"

"What?"

She pointed at the ribbon in his hand.

"Oh," he breathed. His smile returned. "A present."

"A present?"

"Yes, for you. Your first engagement gift from your favorite brother," he said as he grabbed her wrist and tied it around the slender circumference.

Emma opened her mouth to say something, but shut it and simply smiled. "Come, Jack, I feel we should tell everyone else."

"Oh, won't Mother be a joy for the rest of the week. If you thought she was happy about Mary and Mr. Fitzherbert…"

"Oh, Jack." She swatted his head and turned, heading to the door.

"I really owe him for so much," he whispered to himself as he followed his sister out and made his way into the loud turmoil of his mother's reaction.

He steeled himself to finally talk to Mr. Haddock and sort out everything, to thank him for what he had done for his family, but he never saw the man the rest of the night. Even when he asked Mr. Liely where his friend had run off to, the man had frowned and said he must have retired early.

Jackson's fingers brushed against the box in his pocket. He decided that he would open it once he was alone in his room. But that night, when he finally managed to return home and retreat to the quiet of his room, weariness pulled at his eyes. It would be his first present in the morning he assured himself as he tucked it underneath his pillow and laid down to sleep.


	25. Chapter 25

**The twenty fifth chapter is Christmas. That was not planned but a happy coincidence. I hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Five<strong>

Gentle sunlight nudged at his closed eyelids, a nice change from its typical assault waking. Perhaps this was the sun's Christmas present. Jackson couldn't bring himself to complain; it was a nice start to what would more than likely prove to be a long day.

His jaw unhinged to permit a large import of air to slowly make its way in before quickly exporting it in a yawn. He reached his arms up and wriggled his fingers at the ceiling before burying them into the sleek coolness underneath the pillow. A hard box scuffed the back of his hand. He froze.

"What..." he muttered to himself, his brows pinching together.

The muscles in his face relaxed as the night before flooded back into his mind. Warmth bloomed from the spot the gentleman's hand had rested in. His body flushed as he recalled the close proximity. Jackson let out a soft breath and groaned. He snatched the box and held it up in front of his face. Twisting it around, he gave it a shake. A soft thud from shifting weight but nothing too giving. His thumbs tapped against it as he hummed gently to himself.

_"I have something for you...A gift."_

What would Mr. Haddock possible get for him as a gift? _Why_ would he give him a gift? What was this all about? Were his feelings still the same as back when he confessed? No. Why would they be? Jackson had given him nothing to lead him on. If anything, he had shown the man a horrid side of himself that was the farthest thing from attractive. His stomach churned; the acid inside gnawing away at his stomach lining. But, he couldn't decide whether it was because there was nothing in his stomach or because he was nervous.

"Why the hell would I be nervous?" he hissed to himself, stuffing the offending item back under his pillow and tucking his hands under his head.

He had nothing to worry about. It was just gift. _Just gift_. He shouldn't be reading into something that wasn't there. But, he didn't know for sure whether or not something wasn't there.

Growling, Jackson tossed his quilt and sheets from is body and swung his legs around. His bare feet shivered as they searched the floor for his slippers. His toe brushed against soft fur. With a sigh, he stuck his foot in and then looked down to find the other one. He ended up having to get on the floor and pull it out from underneath the bed. The inside was chilled when he slipped it on.

Jackson rattled his lips and shuffled to his pitcher and bowl. After he poured the cool water into the basin, he grabbed the bar of soap and dunked it in. He rubbed it quickly, gathering up the suds he massaged them into his face. Closing his eyes, he splashed the water onto the skin. He took in a deep breath as goosebumps puckered his skin. He snatched up a towel and patted his face dry. With a huff, he set about getting ready for the day ahead.

* * *

><p>"Say, Emma," Mrs. Overland asked from her seat by the fire, "do you believe we can expect to see Mr. Liely over sometime today?"<p>

Her daughter gave a small shake of her head. "I do not believe so. He wished me to apologize for having to abandon his family during the holidays, but he has his hands full at Dreki Vollr today."

The woman tutted but let out an understanding hum. "Imagine, dear girl, next year it will be you arranging the balls and hosting the Christmas dinners. What a lovely thought! Mr. Fitzherbert and Mary can visit. Your father and I can bring Sarah. Hopefully, Jackson will have found himself a wife by then."

The fingers of the young man in question tightened around his glass, swirling the caramel colored liquid around the crystal before tossing it to the back of his throat; it blazed a fiery trail down his throat and pooled into his stomach. The flames leapt and burned and quenched the rising nerves and fear. A wife. A servant walked by and asked if he wanted more. After a moment of consideration, he gave in and watched the elixir of comfort pour into his glass.

"Well, that will be an issue, Ma. I think it would be rather difficult for my husband and I to spend so much money each year to travel back from India," Mary said.

The room fell silent.

Dark eyes studied the faces of his family. Mother looked aghast. Father had a disapproving eyebrow arched, and his sisters had matched faces of shock. Was he the only she had told? Really? She chose today of all today's to tell their family? She had no gift for timing.

"I-India? Whatever do you mean, dear?" Mrs. Overland stumbled out. "Why on God's green earth would you be having to travel back from India?"

Mr. Fitzherbert cleared his throat. "Well, you see, we had planned to go to India earlier, but events prevented us from doing so. We were hoping to head there after the holidays were over."

"And when did you plan to tell me of this? Or to simply tell your family?"

"I told, Jackson," Mary huffed as she crossed her arms and sunk into her seat.

He sent her a glare. Why was she bringing him into this? This was her own mess to deal with. If she wanted to have her independence, she needed to take the initiative for herself and finish her battles, not shove them off onto the nearest available person.

His mother's eyes bored into him. "Jackson! Why did you not inform me of this? Did you not think that I, as her mother, had a right to know what my daughter is planning to do?"

Jackson stared at his drink and took another sip of fiery courage. "She told me at dinner while you were speaking about Mr. Liely's Christmas Eve Gala. You were in such a flurry of planning after that, I saw no reason to stress you out more with this news. I also had hoped she was planning on telling you herself," he answered diplomatically.

Mrs. Overland studied him for a moment before turning back to his sister, prodding her for an admission.

Jackson sighed and shifted in his seat, crossing his legs and resting his ankle on his opposite knee. He rested his glass on his protruding knee, staring intently at the light refracting through the crystal. Studied the small rainbows that danced around his drink, he raised it to his lips and took a sip. He rolled the liquid around his mouth and under his tongue, and he tried to focus on the recent turn in the family's dialogue, but found that he couldn't. His teeth nibbled at his lower lip and loosened a piece of skin. He took firm hold of it and pulled, tearing it off a small bit at a time until it dangled helplessly. He huffed and clamped down on it then ripped. He hissed in pain, flinging his fingers to the cut on his lip. Warm liquid bubbled up to meet the fleshy tips.

"Are you alright, dear?" his mother questioned.

"Yes, just bit my lip," Jackson said as he took a sip his drink, wincing at the burning clean. "Excuse me for a moment." He stood and set his glass down.

Mary pouted. "We were just about to open gifts."

"You can start without me."

"No, of course not," Emma said.

Their mother chimed in agreement. "Now, now. We will wait. Jackson, go clean yourself up."

"Yes, Mother," he said and ducked from the room. He trotted down the hall and up the stairs to his room.

As he dipped a rag into the water from the morning, he heard a knock at the door. His ears perked up, but when he couldn't make out anything of value, he went back to work. He dabbed the soapy water at the already clumping blood and wiped it away. After rinsing the blood away, he pressed it back to his lip to prevent further bleeding.

Jackson set the rag down and hesitantly touched the scab. No new blood leaked out. He tried to smile and grimaced instead, his lip unable to pull fully up. He sighed. It was as good as he was going to get; besides, he had to return or else his family's patience would quickly diminish.

As he walked down the stairs, his family was oddly quiet. He quirked an eyebrow and entered the sitting room. He paused in the doorway; his eyes focused on the woman who commanded the attention of the room. Steel eyes glared at him above high cheekbones.

"Mrs. Gooding," he said, bowing his head in recognition.

"Mr. Overland."

"May I ask what brings you to our household this holiday?"

"I was out visiting my nephew," she answered flatly, "and I remembered you lived not far from Mr. Liely's. I thought to myself, 'Why, I should see that young Mr. Overland and see how he is doing.'"

"Is that not kind of her, Jackson?" Mrs. Overland said, smiling wildly. "She went out of her way to visit you."

"Yes, it was kind of me," Mrs. Gooding drawled with a smirk. "Now, if you would please leave. I wish to speak to Mr. Overland alone."

"Yes. Yes, of course," his mother chirped, hopping to her feet and ushering everyone out.

Mr. Fitzherbert was the first to dash out, his head low and eyes averted. He was followed by Jackson's sisters and father. Mrs. Overland was the last to leave. Resting a hand on her son's shoulder, she whispered, "Be nice, dear. Treat her well. This is a great honor."

She shut the door behind her as she left, sealing him in with the woman.

"Have a seat," she said.

He obeyed.

"I am not one to ask unimportant questions, so I will get right to the reason I am here. I want to know, exactly, what is your relationship with my nephew, Mr. Haddock?"

"Relationship?" He swallowed. "There is nothing between us."

She arched an eyebrow, her eyes looking down at him even though her position was lower. "I wish for the truth, Mr. Overland. I will not settle for lies. You may save those to your family. I heard that he gave you a gift last night at Mr. Liely's Gala. What was it?"

"I can truthfully say that I do not know what he gave me," Jackson said.

"Lies."

"I am honest, Madame."

She huffed. Her fingers curled around the arms of the chair she sat in; her nails tapped against the wood, clacking in a steady rhythm. "You cannot hide for me, Mr. Overland. I know my nephew's _disposition, _and I have done everything in my power to sway him to a proper life. He is to marry my daughter; that has always been the plan between his mother and me since he was born. I have struggled to keep him to that, and until you arrived I had succeeded in doing so. And now, I cannot sit idly by and watch my nephew throw his life away to immorality and sin."

"Well, if that is what he chooses you can do nothing but. If it pains you so much, I cannot control that."

"Oh? Do you deny any sort of involvement with my nephew?"

"I do not deny nor confirm anything. I am simply stating that it is out of my control to influence his passions and decisions. Those are solely his own. And, if he desires to direct them at me, neither I nor yourself can prevent him," he stated. He felt a flush rising to his cheeks. His heart beated erratically against his chest, spurring him on into action.

"You owe me an answer, Mr. Overland. Now, tell me, what is your relationship with my nephew?"

He had always been one to say what was on his mind, but he could usually tell when to hold his tongue or settle for an indirect barb. However, he could feel the liquor pumping through his veins, fiery courage burning down his barriers and loosening his tongue. Standing, his hands clenched at his sides and swung back and forth in small, measured anger swipes. His eyes narrowed at the woman. "I owe you nothing," he said. "I do not need to inform you of my relationship with your nephew. If we pursued one, as yes he has offered, it would be between the two of us. You would never figure into the equation. That is all I have to say, Mrs. Gooding, and that is all I owe you."

She scowled; her face twisting into a masked of horror, disgust and outrage.

"Now, if you would please, it is Christmas and I would like to enjoy spending time with my family. I ask you kindly to leave us, and wish you a happy Christmas."

Mrs. Gooding growled as she stood up. Stalking over to him, she hissed, "I doubt this will be the last time I see you, but I assure you, you are dead to me. And, if my nephew pursues anything with you, he will be dead to me as well." With that, she swept from the room.

Jackson fell back onto the chaise. He reached for his long abandoned glass and tossed the rest of his drink to the back of his throat as his family filed in. Waving off their questions, he prompted them to hand out gifts before they made their way to dinner. But, his mind was out and floating around thoughts of Mr. Haddock for the umpteenth time these past few months.


	26. Chapter 26

**What is this? Another chapter? Woo! I'm on a roll :) One more chapter to go! (And perhaps an epilogue. Do ya'll want an epilogue?) This ends on a wee bit of a cliffhanger...BUT I'll try to have the last chapter out in a day or so. I hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Six<strong>

His fingers idly tapped against the lid of the small box sitting on his chest. Mary and Mr. Fitzherbert had left yesterday with a flurry of tears and fond farewells and promises of letters. The couple had seemed relieved to finally be free from the family, and Jackson-though he desire to feel otherwise-couldn't help but be content when he had seen the smile the curled his sister's lips as she sat astride on of the horses her husband had rented for their travels to Corona. He wished that smile would stay on her face. He had no doubts that she could hold her own no matter what sly trick her husband may or may not have up his hand, but he doubt the abilities of the society around her to understand and allow her to forge her own way. Perhaps he more than anyone knew of the struggle with society.

Taking in a deep breath, he let it roll pass his lips as he twisted onto his side. He curled his hands under his chin, clutching the box tightly and nestling it against his chest. The black square had become a familiar shape in his hands, a comfortable item he could rely on. Jackson still hadn't managed to bring himself to open it. He couldn't. Perhaps, it had become a symbol for all his suffering, locked away and unknown. He felt like it would be sacrilegious to open it now. But, the back of his mind still tickled with curiosity at what the gentleman would give him.

A vast ocean of nothing poured into his stomach. The box had become an anchor; a show that maybe Mr. Haddock still felt something for him and he hadn't ruined any chance he had to have some happiness and company during the night. If he opened it, it could solidify that idea or shatter it. He could open it and find that nothing more than well-wished acquaintanceship or forgiving but distancing friendship, or it could be a renewal of his confession back at the Black's residence. If he opened it, whichever answer was definite. If he didn't, he could believe in the one that he wanted: the gentleman still cared deeply for him.

His fingers curled around the lid, toying with it. But...what was in it?

Just as he steeled his resolves to open the box and live with the outcome, a quiet knock hit his door before it opened.

His heart sped up as he shoved the box underneath his pillow and sat up.

Emma stepped into his room and shut the door behind her. "You're still in bed," she stated.

"Yes."

"I was worried when you did not appear for breakfast. Are you not feeling well?"

"I am just a bit tired," he said lying back down.

"Jackson," she said quietly. The bed dipped under her weight as she sat at the end. "Did something happen between you and Mr. Haddock at the Gala?"

"No," he defended, perhaps a bit too harshly.

She arched an eyebrow.

He pulled his lips into a familiar smirk. "What can happen when oil and water meet? All they do is repel each other."

"Tell me the truth, please, Jack. No more joking, no more play, tell me what happened."

He shook his head.

"You care for him, don't you? I am not sure when it change and I am not sure why, but your feelings did."

"Emma, why—"

She met his eyes with quietness. "I understand, Jack. Well...I know, at least I think. I just…I want you to be happy, but I'm worried. I do not want you run from the house, and I don't want you hurt and lonely because someone won't step up and stay at your side."

His throat pinched. "I—I don't..."

"Jenny—Mrs. Black wrote me while I was in Corona and detailed her thoughts and worries. Some came as quite a shock."

"Emma, I apologize for—"

"You have no reason to apologize. I am only sorry you were not comfortable with speaking to me." She swallowed; the edges of her eyes were misting. "I cannot say I would," she paused, "_condone_ your behavior, but I want you to be happy. If he was to make you happy, I may be able...I could..."

Jackson sat up and wrapped his arms around his sister, pulling her close to his chest.

She shook her head and pushed away. "You should not be comforting me. I have no reason to be comforted. But, you," her voice faltered. Her cool hand pressed against his cheek, her thumb swiping swirls under his eye. "You have a hard road ahead of you. This is not something," she wriggled her nose, "acceptable, and I do not want to see you hold out hope for something that may not happen. Nevertheless, I hope you will let me be there for you.

"Thank you. Emma, you truly are too nice. Mr. Liely better treat you well."

She gave a sobbing laugh. "Mr. Haddock better do the same for you." Her lips curled into a small smile, testing the waters to see if she had made an appropriate comment.

"I do not think you have to worry. I cannot even say for sure he still feels anything for me. Your worry may be for nothing," he mumbled, his fingers rubbing the dried blood that still remained on his lip.

A commotion outside drew the two apart. Their eyes darted to his window. Emma stood and crossed the room. She pushed the curtains back and looked out. An odd expression crossed her face.

"Who is?"

"It appears my fiancé and his friend have decided to call upon the house."

Jackson felt the blood rush from my face and drop downwards. "Mr. Haddock's here?"

She nodded. "I suggest you get dressed, and then you can join us. I am sure he is eager to see you." Without another word, she left him alone.

The click of the door shutting reverberated around his room and pushed him from his bed. Mindlessly, he got up and shuffled about his room. He pulled on his clothes with little thought, going through the motions. Once his fingers brushed the cool metal of the doorknob, his heart was shocked into overdrive.

He was here.

Mr. Haddock was here.

What was he going to do?

What should he say?

Should he act like nothing had happened between them?

He didn't know. He didn't know how to face him after everything. Jackson rested his head against the door. He had yet to thank him. Today, he had to do it today. The gentleman had done too much for his family without someone expressing gratitude. He was sure Mary hadn't thanked him; Emma may make a passing remark about it in the future once she was comfortable with him.

But that wasn't enough. Hell, even the words from his mouth weren't enough to repay him, yet he needed to start somewhere.

Taking a steeling breath, Jackson tightened his grip on the doorknob and opened the door.  
>A small party consisting of the gentleman and his sisters greeted him at the bottom of the stairs.<p>

"Mr. Overland," Mr. Liely said with a smile. "We were just about to take a walk down the lane. The end of the year has graced us with such rare, lovely weather; we determined it should not go to waste. Would you join us?"

Emma watched him expectantly, and even Mr. Haddock looked as if he was holding out hope.

"I would love to," he said as he accepted his coat from the servant.

Mr. Liely smiled and led the group outside.

Sarah handed Jackson a napkin, giving him a small smile, and walked outside. She took Mr. Liely's offered arm. The gentleman had one of his sisters on each arm; he walked out the gate and called over his shoulder for the other two to follow when they pleased.

"Shall we?" Mr. Haddock asked.

"Yes," the young man replied as he set off.

They fell in step with each other, neither taking the lead to catch up with the other members of their party.

"What did your sister give you?"

Jackson unfolded the napkin to reveal a slice of bread smeared with butter. He smiled and pulled a piece off. Chewing it, he offered the gentleman some. He declined. "I slept through breakfast," he explained. "She must have thought I would be hungry."

"That was kind of her."

"Yes," he agreed; silence lapped over then as they continued walking, and Jackson finished the bread, appeasing part of his stomach's complaints.

Dusting his hands off, he stuffed the napkin in his coat pocket and studied the late morning. It truly was good weather, quite the blessing. Weak rays of sunlight filtered through the dark, heavy clouds and highlighted the brilliantly verdant grass. Mist sat petulantly above the ground, refusing to budge. It cloaked him in damp coldness, but the sun managed to stave off the worst of it.

Jennifer loved this weather. For some reason, she saw romance in the mist. He just saw limited vision; even now he had lost sight of Mr. Liely and his sisters. At least the sun was streaming it away slowly now. His mind wandered back to Jennifer. She should be visiting soon. She had said something about coming after the holidays, hadn't she?

He'd have to write to her.

A clearing throat pulled him from his mind. "How was your Christmas?" Mr. Haddock asked.

Jackson swallowed. _Does he know about what I said to his aunt?_ Deciding to play it safe, he answered, "Well enough. Trying though, as the holidays always seem to be. Yours?"

"It was quite…" he paused for a moment until Jackson thought he wasn't going to finish. "Enlightening," he ended.

_Enlightening? _

"I—" his voice hitched. He frowned and yawned in the back of his throat, stretching out the resilient muscles. "I want to thank you, for everything you have done for my family. Mary told me what you did. I know she should not have, but she did. And Emma, you brought Mr. Liely back. I cannot thank you enough for what you did for my family. I'm sure if they knew everything, you would never hear the end of their gratitude."

Mr. Haddock paused in his gait. His hand darted out to grab ahold of Jackson's wrist. He froze. The gentleman let go, looking fearful that he had overstepped his boundaries. "You—you must know," he said quietly.

"Know what?"

"Nothing against your family, at all, I do not mean anything against them I—ehm—I just…everything I did, it was for you. I only had you in mind," he said, the words rushing from his lips. He shifted his weight back and forth. "I—My feelings I confessed back in October have not changed. If yours have not either, please, let me know, and I will drop this. I won't speak of this again. But, if they have—I had no reason to believe, but I heard my aunt expressing her indignation at your words. She would not share it all, but what I heard...it allowed me—No, _I_ finally allowed myself to hope that perhaps..." Mr. Haddock took a shaky breath. "Please, just let me know where your feelings stand."

Jackson opened his mouth, but no sound came out. His jaw clacked shut. He could see the light dim in the gentleman's eyes as he pulled back. Panic stilled his heart. His hand slipped out and grasped the gentleman's, entwining their fingers. He squeezed. "I cannot say when things changed, not for certain. All know is that they have. I had feared your feelings had, though. I never gave you a reason to stay steadfast."

Cheeks pinched green eyes together as a lopsided smile tugged at Mr. Haddock's lips. He leaned forward, pressing his forehead against Jackson's. "Always," he whispered; his warm breath tickled the skin it touched, drawing a blush out.

Not trusting his voice, the young man only squeezed the hand still in his grasp tighter as they leaned away from each other.

The gentleman reached out and lightly brushed against the scab on his bottom lip. "What happened?"

Jackson gave a breathy laugh. "Worry."

"On my account?"

His silence was the only answer that Mr. Haddock needed.

"I am sorry for any worry caused on my part. It was not intended. I was trying to minimize it, if you would believe that. With the gift and all. Well, any you might feel. It worsened mine until I heard my aunt," he gave a low, nervous laugh as he pulled his hand back and rubbed his neck. "Speaking of which, how did you enjoy it?"

"I must confess I have yet to open it. I just..." his voice faltered and fell away.

Suppressed laughter shook the gentleman's lanky frame. "May I suggest you open it when we return? It might put your mind at ease, if my words have not done so already. Your mind might have been calmer earlier if you had opened it."

Before Jackson could respond, Mr. Haddock looked over his shoulder and stepped away; his hand slipped from his grasp. He missed his presence, but when he looked over his shoulder to see the three forgotten members of their party, he understood. They rejoined together and headed back down the lane the way they had come from.

Once they returned to the house, he excused himself from the company and headed up to his room, Mr. Haddock's smile nipping at his heels. He snatched the box from underneath his pillow and opened it with a shaking hand. There was the answer he had been wanting and tormenting himself over. A thin, silver ring had been tucked into a bed of cloth.


	27. Chapter 27

**Last chapter, everyone! Oh my word. BUT, there will be an epilogue, so I'll hold off on final goodbyes. I'll try to get that out to ya'll as soon as I can. It may be a Christmas present, or a gift to ya'll on my birthday. Either way, you should have it by the end of the week.**

**I hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter Twenty-Seven<strong>

A ring.

Mr. Haddock had given him a ring.

Blood rushed through his ears in steady _whoosh_-ing streams. With shaking fingers, he reached out and picked it up. Jackson twirled the cool metal between his thumbs and forefingers, tossing the now empty box onto his bed. He couldn't stop the smile that was curling his lips. He slipped it on his finger and watched it, studying it as it bent the light around his finger.

A ring.

He clutched his hand to his chest; his fingers traced the smooth shape.

A ring.

He ran from his room and slowed his pace at the top of the stairs. Reigning in the tumultuous emotions tumbling through him, he walked down and headed for the sitting room. He stopped in the doorway; his eyes meet green. "Mr. Haddock, may I speak with you?"

"Of course," he answered as he stood. With mumbled excuses and pardons to the others in the room, he left and followed Jackson down the hall, through the kitchen and out into the back garden.

The young man grabbed the gentleman's hand and pulled him down the well-worn paths to a small corner hidden behind knotted, bare branches. Once safely hidden away from prying eyes, he turned to face Mr. Haddock. A smirk curled his lips as he asked, "Should I take this as a marriage proposal?"

"A promise."

"Oh." Jackson swallowed the lump in his throat; it sunk into his stomach and dragged him down. He shouldn't have expected more: not with Mr. Haddock being a proper gentleman, with an image to uphold, and the immorality of it all. But..."How?"

"I do not know, but we can work it out. If you wish...I know it is not much but a promise. Public relations would not be condoned."

"This is only reserved for darkened bedrooms," he said, quoting Jenny's words from not so long ago. His eyes fell to the ground, studying the matted carpet of wet, brown leaves that covered the path.

Fingers gripped his chin and pulled his face up. "Look at me," Mr. Haddock pleaded softly.

Jackson raised his eyes from the ground to where his hand was still latched onto his coat sleeve. He picked at the dark fabric; his index ring traced small circles. He wondered if the gentleman could feel the movement through the fabric.

He sighed and his hand encompassed Jackson's, stilling his finger. He squeezed lightly. "I am not ashamed of my feelings for you. I am not ashamed _of you_. But I know the people I interact with; I know what people fear and isolate. I do not want them seeing you as any less because of me."

He looked up to meet his soft gaze. "What about you?"

Wincing, his eyes darted to the side. "My father's name prevents much harm to come to me. You would be faulted for everything. I cannot let that happened."

"Faulted?"

A small, lopsided smile curled his lips as he met his eyes. "You seduced me."

"Did I?"

"What do you think?" he asked sarcastically before sobering up. "I am not worried about myself; I just do not want you to be harmed because of me, because of us. I do not want anyone to know not because I want you as my secret, but because I fear what would happen if someone did." His voice cracked; he took a deep breath. "What is important is that you know how I feel and that...hopefully, I know that you feel the same."

The auburn haired man looked as if he was about to say more, but Jackson had enough of talking. That was all they had done but not now. Not. Now. He rested his free hand on the gentleman's hip and pulled him closer, bringing their lips together.

He stood rigid against him for a moment before his hand lifted off the young man's and cupped his neck instead, angling his head. Jackson smiled and brought the gentleman's arm around his waist before wrapping his own around his shoulders. His hand slid from Mr. Haddock's hip to his lower back and pressed the heel of his hand into the small nook. Too much time had been spent flitting around each other for him to not get the most out of this; he was going to submerge himself in this man, drown himself in his existence.

The other man responded eagerly, yanking him so close that his arm wrapped around all of Jackson's waist until his fingers could brush against his opposite side. His fingers whispered gently over his side before digging into the young man's flesh. He pushed him down while Jackson pulled him in. He took everything in, letting the man's essence swirl inside of him boiling his blood until it flushed his skin.

At some point, both of his arms had wrapped around the gentleman's neck so tightly that he held his own biceps to stay so close to him.

When they finally broke apart for air, they stayed a tangled mess of limbs and pressed bodies. The gentleman rested his forehead against Jackson's; his hot, muggy breath poured over his face, making it difficult to gather much oxygen from the already used air, but he wasn't going to complain. Breathing in the man had him getting dizzy. He licked his bruised lips.

"Well, Mr. Haddock-"

"Henry," he said.

"Hmm," he mumbled as an incoherent question.

"My name."

He smirked. "And what am I supposed to do with that?"

"Say it."

"Henry," he whispered.

The man's forehead pushed harder against his.

"Again," he requested in a hushed voice.

"Henry," he returned, equally as soft. Bumping their foreheads together, he said the gentleman's name once more before he leaned over and brought his lips back to the man's.

He hummed as fingers snaked into his hair and pulled him closer. The long appendages twisted and knotted his hair before loosening their hold to stroke through the strands and massage his scalp.

This kiss was lazier, less desperate, as they took the time to study and memorizes the curves of each other.

He loved it. While the other had been a raging fire, this was the sweltering heat of summer that filled every inch of you, seeping into your pores and latching onto your bones, as you laid back and relaxed into it. Summer had never been his favorite season, but perhaps kisses like this could change his mind. The heat smothering him and nestling him in its arms as it rocked him to sleep.

As Jackson pulled back, his eyes fell down to the scar on Henry's chin. His lips hovered over it for a moment before kissing it gently. "What happened?" he asked.

He laughed. "I was an over-eager and curious child who got too close to the new dog my father had brought home."

The young man hummed and kissed it again. Doing so was just as wonderful and fulfilling as he imagined it would be.

Henry's hand slipped from his hair and brushed against his lip. The pad of his thumb smoothed over the slim cut that was still etched there.

Jackson gave him half a smile. It was still too tender to do much else, especially after being ravished by the other man's lips.

"I cannot wait until this heals," the gentleman said gently. "I miss your smile."

"Do not worry. You will be seeing a lot more of it."

He took a shaky breath. "I can hardly believe it. I fear any moment I will wake up in an empty bed, and you are still no more than a distant thought I cannot hold close."

"You won't. As long as I am here, you will never wake lonely again," he said, tightening his grasp on the gentleman and burying his face in his chest.

"Neither will you, Jackson," Henry assured him, wrapping his other arm around his waist and pulling him close. He rested his face in the crook of Jackson's neck and shoulder.

"Jack," he breathed out.

The man's warm breath tickled as he whispered his name against his skin, but not as much as his lips when he placed a kiss against the sensitive flesh underneath his ear behind his jaw.


	28. Epilogue

**Wow.**

**Here it is.**

**The last installment of this fic. Oh my word. It's over. It really is. **

**Well, here ya'll go. A nice epilogue to close it all out. This is a bit steamier than I usually go but I figured, it's a belated Christmas present/my present to ya'll on my birthday, why not?**

**Thank you all for sticking with me throughout this entire process, including a near-year hiatus as I tried to work through and get adjusted to college. You have all been wonderful. I will miss you! You are all welcomed to my inbox here or on my Tumblr (can be found on my profile) at any time. Enjoy the rest of this year!**

* * *

><p><strong>Epilogue<strong>

Somehow, they had managed to carry on in secret for over six months. Well, secret was a difficult concept to apply to their relationship. Emma knew as much as she could without him telling her explicitly that he and Mr. Haddock shared the same bed when he was over. He could see the disapproval in her eyes, but also the happiness that he was smiling and content with life. Mrs. Gooding knew, and true to her word, they had not yet heard from her. They were dead to her. _Though,_ Jackson thought,_ non-existent would be a better word_. She refused to acknowledge their existence to anyone according to Jennifer. Sweet, Jenny. She figured it out so quickly, he was surprised it was the first thing she wished to speak to him about when she had visited at the beginning of the new year. Even with her, though, he held back, stating only that the two shared the same feelings for each other. She had nodded, and the topic forever dropped. Friendship carried on for them. He felt Mr. Liely was the same. He doubted that he and Mr. Haddock could be so close and have him not have at least an inkling of their relationship. He wasn't sure of Rachael. In all honesty, he hardly saw her in the past half-year. She had been at boarding school up until June when she went to Paris with a dear girl named Belle she had met and befriended. However, Jackson was sure that a few of the servants at Berk suspected something, especially Mr. Edmund. But, if he knew, he didn't seem to mind, or least see it as his place to mind.

Berk.

He truly did love it here. The grounds were peaceful under the snow and bounding with life when it melted. He had visited early in the new year under the guise of working for Mr. Haddock which he had come to actually do after a few weeks. He found peace in organizing the papers and learning the finances of the land. His mother had been upset that it was distracting him from finding a wife, but when he managed to earn enough money—through generosity that he only knew Henry to possess—to pay off the debt his father owned to Mr. Black, she was more than thrilled with him and the fact that her family now had the house. Mr. Fitzherbert and Mary would surly need it when they returned, she claimed. She had yet to accept that her daughter had little plans of settling in her childhood home outside of Burgess. But, Jackson hoped that it might be a good gift to Sarah's husband when she finally married.

And true to his sentiments, he had come to love summer, especially now as he unlocked the servants door at the back of his room at Berk. Henry had given him the key his first night here, explaining that there was an old servant's passage connecting the two rooms together that he had locked many years ago because he didn't wish for his servants to be hidden, unseen and unappreciated. Now, it served as the bridge between them. During the day they maintained their distance on their separate islands that society demanded, but as soon as the sun set and the night-lights were lit, it brought them together. Though, business travels always managed to interrupt their routine.

The passage was muggy and dank from the humid heat. It suffocated his lungs and smothered the flame of his candle. The heavy air added to his speed as he rushed to the end, wading against its density. Pausing a moment to make sure no one else was in the room, he opened the door. The long lasting sunlight of summer strained through the heavy curtains on the window. Two lamps steadily burned away their oil on either side of the large bed at the center of the room.

Shutting the door, Jackson blew out his candle and set the holder on a nearby bureau. He stepped closer to the bed and peered past the white, gossamer curtains that fell around the four post bed. The quilt and sheets had been pulled down, but no one lay in it. His eyebrows puckered in confusion.

Arms snuck around his waist and pulled him into a bony chest. Warm lips brushed against his collarbone.

Jackson shivered and reached up, tangling his fingers in the auburn hair that fell into his face.

"Mhmm," Henry hummed as he stepped closer. The solid heat of his body molded against Jackson's back.

The young man leaned his head back, opening his neck to the gentleman while at the same time allowing him to press gentle kisses to the shell of the man's ear. A wandering hand rubbed against his stomach before sliding across the plane to his hip. With a firm squeeze, it traveled downwards, following the outside of his thigh. His muscles quivered at the touch torn between shying away and embracing it as the hair underneath his clothes stood on end, stretching to relish in it. Fingers kneaded the tender muscles, ever so slowly making their way to his inner thigh. Jackson curled into the fingers, pushing himself back into the gentleman. His breathing was becoming painful, shooting out of his lungs in quick bursts before he could fill up the organs with a full supply of oxygen.

"You are anxious tonight," he whispered into Henry's hair.

"How can I not be when I see you all day, knowing you are mine but unable to touch you whenever as I want?" he answered quietly. His hot breath ghosted over Jackson's skin; moisture beaded under the gentleman's lips.

The young man was torn. He could curl in more, pulling the man as close into him as possible or stretch his neck back, pulling away from his hard body but giving him greater access to his neck. He compromised and turned around, latching their lips together. The hand on his thigh switched to a more comfortable position as Henry lowered himself, hooked his hands behind his knees and yanked him up. It always surprised him how much muscle was hidden by his lithe stature. Jackson wrapped his legs around the gentleman's waist, melting into him as much as he could when both of their bodies were rigid with rushing blood.

Henry's lips left his to suckle his neck.

He groaned, his fingers digging into the gentleman's shoulders. "Are you just going to tempt me?" he huffed out between pants.

"Yes," came the answer muffled by his skin. Teeth clamped down in the small indent just above his collarbone before a warm tongue swiped over in apology.

Jackson's hips bucked into the other's before he could stop them. But, the shiver that coursed through both of their bodies was too good to pass up doing another time. The lips on his necks stilled. He did it again. The fever that coursed through the lips that blazed over his skin was unbeatable. He never wanted this heat quenched. He thrusted his hips forward again.

"Odin's beard," Henry growled, barely pulling away from his skin.

The young man froze. His blood stilled as he arched an eyebrow. He tried to pull away, but discovered that doing so and separating Henry's lips from his neck was harder than pulling off a leech. But, after a minute, he managed. "'Odin's beard?'" he asked. "That's the first I've heard that. Have I not gotten you that excited before?" His voice lowered as he dragged his lips across green eyes that fluttered shut at his touch.

The gentleman paused. The blush from their activities darkened, and he licked his lips. "Eh, yeah."

"Yes, I have not excited you before?" he teased, raising his eyebrow higher.

"W-what?" he spluttered. "No. No. I was saying: it's a habit I picked up from my father."

"Not a very Christian one."

It was Henry's turn to raise an eyebrow at Jackson as his eyes looked pointedly at their current position of entwined limbs. The young man gave a small smile.

"He got it from his mother," the gentleman explained, shifting about for a moment. He tossed Jackson up to adjust his old on the young man's hips and traced lazy circles on the skin of his lower back underneath his shirt. "Before she died, Grandmother used to spin these wild tales of how we were Vikings, of how our ancestors had slayed dragons, and all these other beliefs she held tightly."

"Is that why you would go out to rid the forests of Berk from dragons?"

"How—?"

"Colonel Ingerman told me," he admitted sheepishly.

Henry nodded before the comment sunk. "You—all the way back then?"

"No. Those comments were greatly unwanted, but they did satiate a curiosity I was not fully comfortable in recognizing. But, why am I just hearing this?"

"About my grandmother?"

"No. 'Odin's beard'. Have I—"

His question was cut off with insistent lips. They left his far too soon. "No. I know where that thought was going and no. I will not allow you to think like that. You have been nothing but a pleasure and a blessing."

"Then why..."

Sighing, the gentleman rested his forehead against Jackson's chin and tightened his grasp. "Perhaps I have been too worried about pleasing you that I never let myself go. I fear that one day you won't be content with this. That you'll want more; that you won't want a relationship confined to closed doors. I do not know what I'd do without you." His voice hitched on the last syllable.

The brunet's mind spun back to the past several months. He had relished in the touches, the kisses, the pleasure the gentleman gave him every night. He could not think of a night that didn't have him squirming in ecstasy underneath him. Suddenly, he felt selfish. Very selfish and very blind. He pressed a gentle kiss among the strands of auburn hair. "I would never leave you," he whispered fiercely, wrapping his arms around Henry's neck. He held him close before pulling away.

"Tonight is about you," he stated as his fingers clawed at the gentleman's shirt until he held the rolled up material against the back of the man's neck.

Green eyes widened at the words.

Clasping the shirt firmly with one hand, Jackson's other tugged on the front, yanking it out from underneath his body.

"Jack..."

He leaned down and pressed a kiss to the scar on his chin. "You," he murmured before saying, "Arms up."

Slowly, the gentleman obeyed, and he ripped the shirt from him and tossed it aside. He had no idea where it landed, and he didn't care. He was too focused and tracing every spot of warm flesh that was now on display with his lips. Fingers dug into his hips. He smiled and tightened his grip on Henry's waist, squeezing his legs together and pushing himself into the other. A pleased grunt was his response. He smiled and twisted his lower body, coaxing the gentleman to bring them to the bed.

Henry took the hint quickly and stumbled back to the bed. It hit the back of his legs, and they crashed down onto it.

Jackson readjusted himself so that he straddled the gentleman with ease. He hovered over his lips and said, "It's all about you."

"Why?" came the faintly breathed question.

"Because," Jackson swallowed, "I love you.

The chest underneath his hands seized for a moment before it rose and fell erratically. "I love you, too."

Smiling, he kissed him. Then, he kissed his chin, his jaw, his neck, his shoulder; he went lower and lower…

Later that night, the humid heat had him lingering in limbo. His lids drooping low over his eyes; his thoughts muddled and body slowed, yet somehow unable to fall asleep. He looked at the hard lines of the face buried in his chest and smiled. Slowly, his hand rose until his fingers could burrow in Henry's sweat dampened hair. He pushed the clinging strands away from his slick forehead and replaced them with a kiss.

Summer was suffocating and winter full of fun times, but perhaps he would just love any season that had him sharing a bed with Henry.


End file.
